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    Dedicated to my granddaughter Annabelle—whose bright curiosity, gentle heart, and fearless imagination inspired every whisper, every pawprint, and every page of this story. May you always listen with wonder, lead with kindness, and follow the magic only you can hear. This world—and all its mysteries—is better with you in it.
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Book 1

The Case of the Vanishing Violin
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Prologue
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When Annabelle was very small—too small to reach the cookie jar but just old enough to sneak a hand toward it—she heard a sound no one else seemed to notice. 

It wasn’t a voice, exactly—more like the low, curling hum of a purr, shaped into words.

The family’s tabby, Marmalade, sat on the windowsill, tail flicking. And clear as day, Annabelle heard: “You’ll get caught if you stretch any farther.”

She froze, toppled the jar, and cookies scattered everywhere. Her mother rushed in, scolding. But Annabelle wasn’t listening to her mother. She was staring at Marmalade, who was staring right back.

After that, she tested it in secret. She whispered questions into whiskered ears, left saucers of milk as bribes, listened to the flick and twitch of tails. And the cats—whether housecats, strays, or grand old Duchess who lived down the street—answered. Not in full sentences always, but in fragments, in feelings, in the quiet rhythm of purr and hiss.

By the time Annabelle turned ten, the cats of the town knew her. They found her when something was amiss: a broken fence. A sparrow trapped in a garage. A shadow that didn’t belong.

And Annabelle listened. She had a gift—odd, secret, and a little bit marvellous.

She didn’t yet know it would lead her into mysteries—or that a missing violin would be the first note in a symphony of secrets.
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Chapter One – The Wrong Note
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Annabelle’s Saturday mornings usually began with cereal and cartoons. This one began with a knock. A loud, panicked knock. She padded to the door, bowl in hand, milk sloshing dangerously.

On the porch stood her best friend, Clara, cheeks red from running, braid lopsided. She clutched an empty violin case.

“It’s gone,” Clara gasped. “Annabelle, it’s gone!”

Annabelle set her cereal down, alarm prickling her skin. “What’s gone?”

“The violin. My grandmother’s violin. I was supposed to play it in the recital tonight, but—” Clara shoved the case open. Inside lay nothing but soft velvet lining and a single snapped string.

Annabelle’s stomach dropped. The violin wasn’t just an instrument. It had belonged to Clara’s grandmother, who played in the town orchestra for decades. Everyone called it the “lucky violin”—and it made Clara play braver, stronger. Without it, the recital would be a disaster—and Clara’s grandmother would be heartbroken.

“When did you last see it?” Annabelle asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

“Yesterday afternoon. I left it in the music room after practice, like always. This morning...it was just gone.”

The air felt heavy with Clara’s worry. Annabelle wanted to promise everything would be fine—but then Marmalade padded into the hallway, tail twitching. He fixed Annabelle with a look, eyes wide as pennies. And Annabelle heard it:

“Trouble in the big house. Strings plucked where they shouldn’t be.”

Her heart leapt. The cats already knew. The violin hadn’t just gone missing. Something was afoot.
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Chapter Two – Whispers in Velvet
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Annabelle grabbed her jacket. “Let’s go to the music room.”

Clara frowned. “What for? The violin isn’t there—I checked.”

“Sometimes,” Annabelle said carefully, “things leave clues behind.”

She didn’t explain further, because how could she? Clara didn’t know about the cats. Not yet. Annabelle wasn’t sure she could ever explain it without sounding like she’d lost her marbles.

The girls hurried down the street toward the school. The air smelled of autumn leaves and chimney smoke. Shadows of cats slunk along fences and rooftops, and Annabelle felt their eyes on her. She nodded ever so slightly. They would follow.

The school stood quiet, locked up for the weekend, but Clara knew a side window that never latched properly. With a wiggle and a push, they slipped inside the music room. She promised herself that she would tell her teacher about this later.

Sunlight spilled across polished instruments. The violin stand at the front of the room sat empty, like a mouth missing its tooth.

Clara sighed. “I told you. Nothing.”

But Annabelle crouched low. On the carpet, glimmering faintly, lay a single golden-brown cat hair. She pinched it between her fingers, heart racing.

Before she could speak, a voice brushed her ear: “Not mine.”

Whiskerina padded from beneath the piano, tail swishing dramatically. The black-and-white cat lifted her nose, sniffing. “Stranger cat. Stranger paws. Smelled of polish and dust.”

Annabelle’s breath caught. Stranger cat? In the school?

Clara only saw Annabelle staring at the carpet. “What is it?” she demanded.

“Maybe...someone brought an animal in,” Annabelle said quickly. “Like, it brushed against the violin.”

Clara groaned. “So now we’re chasing a cat burglar?”

Annabelle didn’t answer. Whiskerina’s green eyes gleamed. “Yes. Cat burglar. But not a cat.”
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Chapter Three – The Alley Council
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After Clara went home to search her house again, Annabelle ducked behind the library, where she knew the cats would gather. Sure enough, the whole council was waiting: Marmalade in the centre, Cloudpuff perched precariously on a fence post, Midnight blending into shadow, Titch twitching with excitement, Duchess grooming her perfect paw.
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