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Chapter 1, The Scent of May




The warm spring sun was at its highest point that it had been all day. There were minimal clouds in the sky. Scarlett Fox stood in the field at the back of Cottmore Lane Primary School, notebook in hand. She was observing the charming chaos: kids, muddy boots, the smell of damp wool and daffodils. Today was the highly anticipated annual Spring Fayre. Cottmore Lane had won so many awards for being the most charming (and best at educating) primary school in Meon Valley. Scarlett wasn’t normally assigned to these kinds of events. They were normally given to the newbies or the older generation of reporters. Scarlett was accustomed to covering gritty crimes or gang-related scoops. However, this was a nice break from all of that, and lord knows she needed it since the whole debacle that happened just before Christmas!


Scarlett was due to interview the head of the PTA, allegedly a force of nature in floral print. She had texted to say she’d be ‘just five minutes,’ which Scarlett knew could mean anything from ten to forty. But she didn’t mind. It gave her time to observe and to absorb, time to think. A gust of wind lifted the edge of a banner strung between two goalposts: Welcome to Cottmore Lane’s Spring Fayre! The lettering was cheerful, and the exclamation mark optimistic. Scarlett smiled faintly, then turned her attention back to the crowd. Just then, there was a flash of navy wool and the darkest brown, slicked back hair, just for a second, disappearing behind the tombola table. Her breath caught. Don’t be ridiculous, Scarlett. It can’t be him. She knew Quinn would be somewhere far away, working on some big case. But the resemblance was enough to stir something, a flicker of memory, sharp and soft all at once. Quinn worked for the MI5. They had worked together on a case five months ago, and almost instantly, a connection had formed. Once the case had been closed, they had met up once more.


Christmas drinks. The pub on the corner with the fairy lights outside. The Harbour Bell. His laugh was low and warm. The way he’d leaned in, just slightly, when she’d said something sarcastic about mistletoe and murder mysteries. They hadn’t kissed. Not quite. But the air between them had felt charged, like static before a storm. Since then, it had been just the occasional message. A meme here and there. A ‘hope you’re well.’ Nothing substantial. Nothing she could pin down. And yet, here she was, scanning the crowd for a man who wasn’t coming.

“Scarlett Fox?” A voice called out, brisk and bright.

The PTA chair was waltzing toward her, coming from the fish and chip van, clipboard in hand and lipstick as red as the raffle tickets. She was licking her fingertips, as though she had just eaten a chip. Scarlett shook herself back into the present, smiled, and stepped forward. But the ghost of Quinn lingered, tucked somewhere between the bunting and the brass band, waiting.

Mrs Agnes Finch was every inch the force of nature Scarlett had been warned about. Her floral print dress was bold enough to be seen from space. The clipboard in her hand was covered in scribbles, stickers, and what looked suspiciously like a tea stain shaped like Australia.

“Scarlett Fox,” she said again, sternly. “You’re the journalist, yes? Good. Walk with me.”

Scarlett felt inclined to follow immediately. She fell into step beside her, trying to keep up as Agnes marched toward the cake stall like a general inspecting her troops.

“We’ve had record turnout,” Agnes said, gesturing broadly. “The tombola’s already raised over two hundred pounds, and the daffodil planter raffle is proving very popular. It’s ceramic, you know. Heavy. Proper quality.”

Scarlett was scribbling furiously, her pen catching on the edge of the page. “And the funds go toward…?”

“A new library,” Agnes said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Though some people think we should be spending it on fencing or security or whatever nonsense the council’s pushing this week.”

Scarlett glanced up. “Security?”

Agnes waved a hand. “Oh, you know. Rumours. Vandalism. Teenagers loitering near the back field. Nothing serious.”

Scarlett made a mental note. The back field hadn’t looked particularly loitered-on, but there had been a locked gate and a sign warning of CCTV. Odd for a small village primary school. They reached the cake stall, where a Victoria sponge was being sliced with surgical precision. Agnes paused to greet a volunteer, then turned back to Scarlett.

“Anyway, I’m sure your readers want the fluff. Best jam, cutest kid, that sort of thing.”

Scarlett smiled politely. “Of course. However, I do like to include a little depth. Maybe a quote about what makes Cottmore Lane so special?”

Agnes softened slightly. “It’s the people. The community. We look after each other here.”

Scarlett nodded, jotting it down. But something about the way Agnes said it — a little too rehearsed, a little too defensive. It made her pause. Behind them, the brass band struck up a tune. A child shrieked with laughter.

“I’ll catch up with you shortly, Miss Fox. I need to pop inside and have a chat with Mr Davies about the land sale.”

Scarlett nodded and thanked Agnes. She wandered away from the cake stall, notebook safely tucked back in her bag, phone in hand. She snapped a photo of the bunting strung between the goalposts, then another of the jam jars lined up like soldiers on the prize table. The sun had shifted slightly, casting long shadows across the field, and the scent of fried onions mingled with the sugary haze of candy floss.


She paused at the craft stall, where a young girl was selling homemade bookmarks with glittery stars and motivational quotes. Scarlett bought one — You’re braver than you believe — and made a note to include it in her write-up. It was the kind of detail her boss, Tracy, loved. Wholesome. Heartwarming. Easy to caption.



At the face-painting table, a toddler was being transformed into a tiger, his cheeks streaked with orange and black. He roared — a sound more giggle than growl — and his mom clapped, laughing as she wiped a smear of paint from her own nose. Scarlett smiled, then turned away. But something about the moment lingered. The child’s delight. The mother’s joy. The way they fit together, like puzzle pieces. She’d never wanted children. Not really. Her life had always been about stories, deadlines, and the thrill of uncovering something hidden. But lately, she’d felt… something. A quiet ache. A wondering. Would my life feel complete without that kind of bond? Without someone to share the silly moments, the tiger roars, the glittery bookmarks?



She shook her head. What shall I do next? She thought. The sudden, uncomfortable shift in her thoughts, that quiet ache for a life she'd never even considered before, made her decision for her. She would go in search of a hot chocolate. She needed a moment of solitude, a dose of sugar, and an empty bladder.


She made a beeline for the rear of the main school building. She rounded the corner past the gymnasium doors, heading for the facilities marked by a crudely drawn stick figure sign. The corridor was quiet, a welcome respite from the brass band's enthusiastic rendition of Seventy-Six Trombones. The floorboards, smelling faintly of old poster paint and polish, creaked beneath her boots. But as she neared the facilities, a sound made her stop dead in her tracks. It was a brief, sharp rattling like heavy ceramics shifting, followed by a soft, abrupt thud. It wasn't the sound of children playing or a door slamming in the wind. It was deliberate, and it came from what looked like a storage room, a small, clearly unused classroom near the back exit.


Scarlett’s journalistic antennae twitched, overriding the need for a comfort break. Her professional instinct, honed by years of chasing trouble, told her to investigate. She followed the sound and eased the door open just enough to peer inside. The room smelt of old school dinners and damp earth. It was dimly lit with just a single lamp near the back of the room. On the worn linoleum floor lay a figure. It was Mrs Agnes Finch. Her floral print dress was crumpled, and her vibrant red lipstick stark against the unusual paleness of her face. Next to her, lay a heavy ceramic planter, shattered, earth spilt everywhere, crushing the vibrant yellow heads of a dozen daffodils. Mrs Finch was still. Too still. Scarlett felt for a pulse. There was nothing. But Scarlett noted that the body of Mrs Finch was still warm. This was recent.



The shock hit Scarlett. Every complicated feeling from the last twenty minutes—the yearning for children, the phantom image of Quinn, the fatigue from her gritty assignments had all vanished, replaced by the cool, rapid calculation of a reporter. Time of death, location, weapon, witness. This wasn't local fluff; this was a front-page exclusive. She pulled out her phone, determined to document the scene before the official police narrative could muddy the facts.


"Ah, there you are," a familiar voice came from the doorway.

Scarlett froze, her back rigid. She knew that voice. She turned, slowly. Quinn stood there, blocking the exit. He wore an absolutely ridiculous, brightly coloured Tombola apron over his dark, expensive-looking jumper. His face was set in a professional mask of mild annoyance, oblivious to the tableau of death behind her. Scarlett was silent. The man she'd seen disappearing behind the Tombola table—the one she'd been denying was real—was here, and very real indeed.

"I swear, if one more child asks me about the prize for the giant teddy, I'm going to call in a fake threat just to get a break," he said, stepping fully into the room. “I saw you earlier. I figured I should leave you to it, as you seemed busy reporting on the best jam-filled bun.” He winked.

Scarlett normally would have smiled and come back with something witty, but she was standing right in front of a dead body that he hadn’t seen yet. He looked Scarlett up and down, clearly wondering why she hadn’t spoken yet; the unsaid things between them filled the already tense air. Scarlett stepped to one side, and his eyes finally dropped to the floor, seeing Mrs Finch and the blood. He didn't waste a second on shock. He slammed the door shut, the latch clicking with frightening finality. His eyes, now devoid of any warmth that was there before, scanned the room—the planter, the body, and Scarlett, now the witness.

"What did you touch?" he asked as he looked down at the completely still Mrs Agnes Finch. His voice was low and empathic.


​“Nothing,” she stated, “Wait, can we just…what are you doing here?”



​“We don’t have time. It’s already too late.” He rubbed his face and sighed, “Goddamnit.”



​“Too late for what?! Quinn, you’re not making sense. Mrs Finch is dead, and yes, it’s a local tragedy. But what business do the MI5 have here? What are you not telling me? There's no way you were here, actually working on a tombola stall!”


Quinn closed his eyes for a beat. When he opened them, the coldness was replaced by a look of weary duty. Scarlett stared at Quinn, her pulse thudding in her ears.

“Too late for what?” she repeated, voice low.

Quinn didn’t answer. His eyes were fixed on the body, calculating, assessing. He crouched beside the shattered planter, careful not to touch anything himself. “I thought she might be part of it. I’m undercover, Scarlett,” he muttered. “But this… this isn’t my case. I don’t think she’s linked.”

Scarlett blinked and stepped back, unlocking her phone with steady fingers. The call to emergency services was brisk and clinical. She gave her name, the location, and the situation. The operator promised officers would be dispatched immediately. Quinn stood, brushing soil from his knee.

“I need to disappear before they arrive,” he said. “I need to get back to my stall and my job.”

Scarlett caught his arm. “You’re not going anywhere. Not until you tell me what you’re doing undercover at a primary school fayre.”

But before he could answer, the sound of sirens cut through the air. Quinn’s jaw tightened.

“Later,” he said, and slipped out the side door, vanishing into the crowd.

Scarlett headed out into the corridor. Her heart was pounding. Moments later, a police officer that Scarlett immediately recognised, strode into the corridor, flanked by two other uniformed officers. His eyes landed on Scarlett, then the body behind her in the store room, then back to her.

“Well,” he said, tugging on gloves. “You do have a knack for finding trouble, Fox.”

Scarlett gave a tight smile. “Nice to see you, too, DC Black.”

Behind them, officers began cordoning off the area. The brass band outside played on, oblivious to the surroundings. But inside, the fayre had taken a darker turn.


Chapter 2, Tea, Tension, and a Victoria Sponge




Quinn adjusted the Tombola apron, which was riding up awkwardly over his jumper. It was garish, covered in cartoon teddy bears and glittery stars, and he hated it. But blending in meant committing to the role, and today, he was just another cheerful volunteer at the Cottmore Lane Spring Fayre. He handed a ticket to a wide-eyed child and offered a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

From his vantage point behind the stall, he saw the police car pull up. No sirens. No urgency. Just a quiet arrival, like a ripple in an otherwise still pond. DC Black stepped out, along with two other uniformed officers. Quinn felt a flicker of fondness. DC Benjamin Black had been sharp, fair, and easy to work with during the hotel case. But today, he didn’t glance Quinn’s way. The Tombola apron was doing its job.


Around him, the fayre continued as if nothing had happened. Children shrieked with laughter near the bouncy castle. A woman holding onto her straw hat debated the merits of gooseberry jam with a man who looked like he’d never eaten fruit in his life, and the brass band launched into a slightly off-key rendition of Greensleeves. No one noticed the police. No one suspected a thing.


Quinn’s eyes drifted toward the school building. He knew what lay inside. Agnes Finch. Dead. And Scarlett—always in the wrong place at the right time—had found her.

He exhaled slowly, letting the sound of the fayre wash over him. This wasn’t supposed to happen. His mission was simple: monitor a suspected data leak originating from the school’s network. Someone, possibly a staff member, perhaps even a parent, had been accessing restricted files linked to a wider investigation. MI5 had flagged it, and Quinn had been sent in, disguised as a community volunteer with a suspiciously good throwing arm for the coconut shy.

Agnes Finch hadn’t been on his radar. She was loud, opinionated, and fiercely territorial about raffle logistics, but she hadn’t pinged on any of the surveillance sweeps. Her death felt… local. Messy. Personal. Not the kind of thing that came with encrypted files and burner phones.

A crackle of feedback over the school tannoy system interrupted his thoughts. The headteacher, Mr Gareth Davies, stood on a small platform near the goalposts, holding a microphone with the confidence of someone used to calming Year 6 assemblies.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, voice steady but strained. “Please remain calm. I’m afraid we need to pause the festivities. There’s been an incident inside the school. The police are investigating, and we ask for your cooperation.”

A murmur spread through the crowd. Quinn watched faces shift from joy to confusion, then concern.

Mr Davies continued, “We’ll be gathering everyone on the field shortly. Officers may need to speak with some of you individually. Please remember to remain calm and follow instructions at all times.”

Quinn stepped back from the stall, letting another volunteer take over. He strolled toward the building, scanning for Scarlett. As he reached the gymnasium doors, he spotted her near the cordoned-off corridor, speaking with DC Black. She looked composed, but he knew her well enough to see the tension in her shoulders. She was wearing a lilac tweed jacket. It somehow looked both professional and whimsical, like she might break a story and then write poetry about it. It matched her fitted brown leggings perfectly, the whole outfit striking that rare balance between sharp and effortless. Her hair was slightly wind-tossed, her expression taut with focus, but even under the pressure of finding a dead body, she looked… radiant, sharp, determined, and utterly magnetic. Quinn felt that familiar pull in his chest—the one he’d been trying to ignore since Christmas.

Benjamin handed her a police issued notepad and gestured toward the stalls. Scarlett nodded, already slipping into reporter mode. She was going to start interviewing suspects. Quinn knew better than to get in the way. He turned, quietly slipping through the crowd, apron tucked under his arm. He had his own investigation to continue—and now, one more variable to account for.

Agnes Finch was dead. But Quinn was certain she hadn’t died for the reasons he was here.

∞∞∞

Scarlett adjusted the strap of her bag and took a steadying breath. DC Black had handed her a notepad with the kind of authority that didn’t invite negotiation.


‘You’re local, you know the faces, and you ask better questions than half my team,’ he’d said to her, moments ago. ‘Start with the stallholders. Anyone who was near the school building in the last hour. Keep it conversational. We’re looking for anything unusual—movements, arguments, odd behaviour. You know the drill.’


And she did know the drill. But this was different. She wasn’t just reporting on a crime—she was part of the investigation. Officially unofficial. Trusted, but not quite inside the circle. It was both thrilling and terrifying, and exactly the kind of thing she lived for. The fayre had shifted. The bunting still fluttered, the stalls still pretty busy, but there was a subtle tension in the air now. The brass band had begun to pack away. People glanced toward the school building, whispered behind their hands, and clutched their raffle tickets a little tighter. Scarlett scanned the field, and her eyes landed on the caretaker’s shed tucked behind the compost bins. Mr Colin Peebles. Gruff and quiet. Always smelled faintly of creosote and mint humbugs. He’d been seen near the back gate earlier, and Agnes had mentioned security concerns. It was as good a place to start as any. Scarlett squared her shoulders and headed toward the shed, her boots crunching on the gravel path. She was in journalist mode now—observant, composed, ready to listen. But beneath it all, her heart was racing.

Scarlett knocked gently on the side of the caretaker’s shed, half expecting it to creak ominously in response. Instead, a muffled grunt came from within, followed by the sound of something heavy being set down.

“Mr Peebles?” she called, peering through the open door.

Inside, the shed was a cluttered haven of half-used paint tins, gardening gloves, and a radio softly playing golden oldies. Colin Peebles looked up from a stack of folding chairs, his weathered face framed by tufts of grey hair and a pair of safety goggles perched on his forehead like a crown.

“Miss Fox,” he said, surprised but not displeased. “Didn’t expect you down this end.”

Scarlett stepped inside, careful not to knock over a precarious tower of watering cans.

“Well, I was here to cover the Fayre. But, DC Black asked me to speak with a few people. Just routine. I thought I’d start with someone who knows the school inside out.”

Colin snorted, wiping his hands on a rag that had seen better decades.

“Inside out, upside down, and back again. Been here forty-seven years. Longer than the headteacher, and definitely longer than that bloody CCTV sign.”

Scarlett smiled, flipping open her notepad.

“Were you near the back field earlier? Around the time of the incident?”

He nodded slowly. “I was fixing the latch on the gate. Kids keep jamming it with sticks. I was out there maybe half an hour before the announcement. Didn’t see anything odd. Just the usual—parents sneaking off for a smoke, kids trying to climb the compost heap.”

“Did you speak to Mrs Finch today?”

Colin’s face shifted, just slightly. “Briefly. She was marching about like a general, clipboard in hand. Told me the raffle table was too close to the mud. I told her the mud was closer to the raffle table, but she didn’t laugh.”

Scarlett jotted that down. “Did she seem… off? Worried? Angry?”

He hesitated. “She was always a bit tightly wound. But today? I don’t know. She seemed distracted. Checked her phone a lot. Snapped at June Butterworth over the jam stall. That’s not unusual, mind you. Those two have been locking horns since the Great Scone Disagreement of 2019.”

Scarlett raised an eyebrow. “Scone disagreement?”

“Jam first versus cream first. Nearly came to blows.”

Scarlett smiled faintly, then leaned in. “Did you see anyone near the storage room? Or hear anything unusual?”

Colin scratched his chin. “I haven’t heard anything unusual at all. Saw someone slip around the side of the building. Couldn’t tell who. Dark jumper, probably male. Thought it was one of the older kids mucking about. Didn’t think much of it. This was after the announcement, mind you.”


Scarlett’s pen paused. That was most likely Quinn. She closed her notepad gently.


“Thanks, Mr Peebles. If you remember anything else, let DC Black know.”

“Can I ask you a question, Miss Fox?”

“Of course!”

“Is Agnes alright?”

Scarlett quickly realised that no one knew yet who the victim had been. She felt her cheeks redden.


​“I can’t talk about the incident, Mr Peebles. I am sorry.”


He nodded, then reached into a tin and handed her a mint humbug. “For the nerves,” he said.

Scarlett smiled, pocketing the sweet. As she stepped back into the sunlight, she felt the weight of the story pressing in. One interview down. Many more to go.

Scarlett approached the jam stall with the kind of cautious optimism reserved for both interviews and bake sales. The table was a riot of gingham cloth, handwritten labels, and jars gleaming like stained glass in the afternoon sun. June Butterworth stood behind it, arms folded, lips pursed, and a badge that read “Jam Queen 2023” pinned proudly to her cardigan.

“Mrs Butterworth,” Scarlett said warmly. “Mind if I ask you a few questions?”

June raised an eyebrow. “If it’s about the gooseberry batch, I’ve already told the judges it was sabotaged.”

Scarlett smiled. “No, not about the jam, I’m afraid. The police have asked me to speak with anyone who might’ve seen or heard something unusual before the announcement.”

June’s expression shifted—still tart, but tinged with concern.

“Terrible business, that. Poor Agnes. She was a nightmare, but she didn’t deserve that.”

Scarlett flipped open her notepad. “I didn’t realise that the identity of the victim had been released?”

“Word travels fast in Meon Valley, love.”

Scarlett nodded, “Did you see her today?”

“Of course. She was stomping about like she owned the place. Told me my stall was ‘too close to the cake table,’ as if jam and sponge can’t coexist.” June sniffed. “She was distracted, though. Kept checking her phone. Snapped at Colin. Snapped at me. Snapped at Priya, I think.”

“Did she mention the land sale?”


June hesitated. “She did. Said she was going to ‘sort it once and for all.’ I assumed she meant Davies. They’ve been at odds over it for weeks.”


“Did you see anyone near the storage room?”

“Not today. Sorry, love.”

“Did Agnes seem afraid?”

June paused, then nodded slowly. “Yes. Not panicked. But… guarded. Like she was bracing for something.”

Scarlett jotted it down, her pen tapping lightly against the page. June tilted her head, scrutinising Scarlett.

“You’re the one who wrote that piece on the allotment scandal last spring, aren’t you? The one about the missing funding and the mysteriously vanishing wheelbarrows?”

Scarlett blinked, then smiled. “Guilty.”

June gave a short laugh. “I knew I recognised you. That article had my husband convinced the parish council was laundering money through compost. He still won’t use the community bins.”

Scarlett chuckled. “I didn’t mean to cause a gardening rebellion.”

“Oh, don’t apologise. It was a good piece. Sharp and fair. You’ve got a knack for sniffing out trouble, young lady.”

Scarlett tucked the compliment away like a mint humbug—sweet, unexpected, and oddly comforting. She closed her notepad.

“Thanks, June. If you remember anything else—”

“I’ll tell the police,” June said, then softened. “You’re doing well, love. I know this isn’t your usual gig. Doing the police work and whatnot.”

Scarlett smiled. “Thanks. And for what it’s worth, I think the gooseberry batch was excellent.”

June beamed. “Ah, you’ve got taste!”

Scarlett turned away, the scent of jam blowing away with the breeze as she headed back toward the cordoned-off area. DC Black was waiting, arms folded, watching the crowd with the quiet intensity of someone who’d seen too many small towns crack open.

“Hey, how’s it going?” he asked.

Scarlett handed him the notepad.

“Two mentions about Agnes being distracted, checking her phone, and apparently gearing up for a confrontation about the land sale. I think someone was messaging her. Was her phone at the scene?”

DC Black nodded. “Yeah. We will have the results back soon from the techies. Good work. Keep going. Priya Shah’s next. She’s shaken, but she might’ve seen something.”

“Alright. Listen, people already know that Agnes is the victim.”

“Doesn’t surprise me around here, Scarlett.”

Scarlett glanced back toward the craft stall, where glitter still sparkled in the breeze.

“I’ll get back to it.”

DC Black touched her arm. “Oh, and Fox?”

She turned.

“You’re doing well. Just… be careful. This one’s got layers.”


Scarlett nodded, her gaze drifting toward the crowd. Layers indeed, she thought.


∞∞∞

Quinn sat on the edge of the bed in his small and B&B room, the kind with beige walls, a wheezing kettle, and a laminated fire escape plan stuck to the door. It was the kind of place designed to be forgettable. That suited him just fine.

He tossed the Tombola apron onto the chair, where it slumped like a defeated clown. His jumper still smelled faintly of candy floss and fried onions. He rubbed his face, trying to scrub away the day. Yes, Agnes Finch was dead. But it wasn’t his case.

He’d spent the afternoon watching the village carry on—children chasing bubbles, parents sipping lukewarm tea, the brass band valiantly playing through a missed cue. Even after the announcement, the shock hadn’t fully settled. People whispered, yes. But they also queued for sponge cake and asked about raffle prizes. Life, in its stubborn way, continued.

Quinn had slipped away before the questioning began. He couldn’t afford to be seen too closely, not with the surveillance protocols in place. His mission was still active. The breach was subtle, masked through educational software and cloud storage. But it was real. And dangerous. Agnes Finch hadn’t been flagged. But it complicated things. It drew attention. And it brought Scarlett back into his orbit.

He thought of her now. Her fitted jacket, her fitted leggings, the way she’d looked at him in that moment before the sirens. Even under pressure, even standing beside a body, she’d looked… magnetic. Fierce. Beautiful. And then came the memory of Christmas drinks. The little pub on the corner with the fairy lights. Her cheeks flushed from the fire, her voice teasing as she said something sarcastic about mistletoe and murder mysteries. He’d laughed and leaned in, just slightly, caught in the moment.

But, they hadn’t kissed. Not quite. The air between them had felt charged, like static before a storm. He’d thought about it since. More than he should. And after that night, it had been just the occasional message. He hadn’t meant to see her again. Not like this, anyway. Not while juggling encrypted files and a death by daffodil planter. But fate, it seemed, had other plans. Here they were—back in each other’s orbit, tangled in another mystery. And this time, he wasn’t sure he could keep the distance.

Quinn stood, crossed to the window, and looked out at the quiet street. Tomorrow, the investigation would deepen. Scarlett would start pulling threads. She would want to meet him to discuss the case, no doubt. He sighed, then reached for the kettle. The boiling water was a comfort to him, along with the smell of strong coffee.

∞∞∞

Scarlett approached the craft stall slowly, careful not to startle the woman hunched over a tray of glitter-strewn bookmarks. Priya Shah looked up, her eyes rimmed red, fingers still flecked with glue. She was younger than Scarlett had expected—mid-thirties, maybe—with a soft cardigan pulled tight around her shoulders and a lanyard from the school still looped around her neck.

“Priya Shah?” Scarlett said gently.

Priya nodded, blinking fast. “Yes. Sorry. I’m just… trying to keep busy.”

Scarlett offered a small smile. “I understand. DC Black asked me to speak with a few people. Just routine. I promise I’m not here to interrogate you.”

Priya gave a shaky laugh. “You’re the journalist, right? Scarlett Fox?”

Scarlett nodded. “That’s me.”

“I read your piece on the school funding cuts last year. It made the governors squirm.”

Scarlett tucked that little one away, too. She was having a great day in the compliment department. “Thank you. I’m just trying to help out today. Were you near the school building today?”


Priya hesitated. “I don’t think so. I was mainly setting up the stall. Agnes came by. She said the glitter was ‘a choking hazard’ and that the bookmarks looked ‘too secular.’” She winced. “She wasn’t subtle.”


“Did she seem… off?”


Priya nodded. “She was distracted. She snapped at me when I asked if she’d seen the new rota. Said she had ‘bigger things to deal with.’”


Scarlett jotted that down. “Did she mention the land sale?”

Priya’s fingers twitched. “Not to me. But I know she was upset about it. She thought Mr Davies was pushing it through without proper consultation.”

“Did you see anyone near the storage room?”

Priya shook her head. “No. But I did hear a loud bang. Like something falling. I thought it was one of the kids knocking over the paint table.”

Scarlett paused. “What time was that?”

Priya frowned. “Not long before the announcement. Maybe fifteen minutes.”


Scarlett made a note. That confirms she heard what I heard before finding Agnes.


“Did Agnes seem afraid?”

Priya looked down at her hands. “Yes. She kept glancing over her shoulder. Like she was expecting someone.”

Scarlett closed her notepad. “Thank you. If you remember anything else, please just let an officer know.”

“I will.” Priya glanced around as if looking for someone. “Scarlett… do you think this was about the land sale?”

Scarlett met her gaze. “I don’t know yet. But I’ll find out.”

Priya nodded, then picked up a bookmark and began smoothing the edges with trembling fingers.

The sun was beginning to dip behind the school roofline, casting long shadows across the field. The wind had picked up, tugging even more at the bunting and sending paper cups skittering along the grass. A fine drizzle had started to fall, enough to make the stall volunteers begin packing up their gingham cloths.

Scarlett pulled her jacket tighter and tucked her notepad under her arm. The fayre was winding down, but the investigation was only just beginning. The scent of sponge cake and the burger van lingered in the air, now tinged with damp grass and the metallic edge of rain.

She crossed the playground, boots tapping against wet tarmac, and headed toward the school building. The corridors inside were quiet now—just the echo of distant footsteps and the hum of strip lighting. Gareth Davies’s office was at the end of the hall, door ajar, a soft glow spilling out into the gloom.

Scarlett knocked once, then stepped inside. Mr Davies looked up from his desk, his expression composed but tight around the eyes. The room smelled faintly of coffee and laminate flooring, and a half-eaten custard cream sat untouched beside his mug.
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