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For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly 

before the humans caught up. 

Especially one.
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Murder between Brushstrokes
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	“A keen ear and sharper eyes, even on market day.”
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​Prologue
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The chapel ruins had always been silent.

But that summer, they began to whisper.

Footsteps pressed paths into the grass where no one should have walked. Petals fell from wildflowers without wind. The ivy climbed faster, curling like fingers.

Someone was watching. Not the painter. Not the student. Not the cat.

Someone else. Someone who knew the hollow spaces between brushstrokes.

The lies buried under layers of paint.

Someone who had waited long enough.
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Chapter 1
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The coneflowers were holding court.

Annabel stood by the edge of her garden, tea in hand, watching as the sun caught the backs of the petals — russet, gold, magenta — each one slightly bowed like they knew summer was nearly done performing.

Behind them, the dahlias bloomed like small, regal explosions.

The Heleniums burned bronze and orange like sparks in a fireplace.

Black-eyed Susans nodded in the breeze, and crocosmia shot fiery red flares through a bed that had been mostly green the week before.

They didn’t need her now — not really.

A bit of weeding, the odd deadheading, some gentle watering if the rain forgot itself. The tomatoes were nearly ripe, the runner beans overachieving as usual. There was peace in it — the kind that came from knowing something would grow whether or not you hovered over it.

And yet...

She took another sip of tea, lukewarm and vaguely chamomile-adjacent, and tried to ignore the feeling rising up in her chest. Restlessness.

The garden was fine. Beautiful, even.

But she wanted to see what the wild things were doing.

***
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The knock came like a warning shot: sharp, then immediately followed by a heel-thump against the doorframe.

Annabel sighed. She didn’t need to check who it was. No one else knocked like they were trying to evict the door.

She opened it to find Evie Barnes, balancing a thermos, a tote bag, a sketchbook, and something wrapped in wax paper like a crime scene sandwich.

“I made lunch,” Evie declared, breezing inside like she lived there. “One of them is either tuna or very bad egg mayo. The other has beetroot and shame. Anyway, we’re going. You can’t back out now.”

Annabel blinked. “Going where?”

“To the art thing. Obviously.”

“I said I’d think about it.”

“You said yes while distracted by aphids. That’s binding under village law.”

“I don’t paint.”

“You notice things,” Evie said, already putting the kettle back on like she didn’t trust Annabel’s tea. “You think in colour palettes and plant textures. That’s painting, just with fewer tantrums and more compost.”

Persephone appeared on the windowsill, tail flicking with disapproval. She knocked over a pencil and yawned theatrically.

“I don’t have supplies.”

Evie tossed her a neatly rolled brush set with all the flair of a magician. “You do now.”

***
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Foxglove Meadow shimmered in the early afternoon sun.

The grass was tall, golden-tipped, with scattered thistles and delicate yarrow that leaned lazily into the breeze. A few late bees drifted between wildflowers. It smelled of warm grass and nostalgia.

Basil Marlowe had marked the area with coloured bunting and small wooden signs reading “Observe, don’t intrude.”

Evie was unimpressed. “Is that a rule or a threat?”

They were among the first to arrive. Annabel laid out the brush kit and opened her sketchbook, feeling slightly ridiculous and slightly exhilarated. The air smelled different than it did in her garden — looser, wilder. Less hers.

The rest of the group began to arrive.

***
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Basil Marlowe, tall and angular with a swept-back silver mane and a scarf that looked like it had lived several dramatic lives, moved among them like a conductor of woodland energy.

“You are not here to replicate, my darlings,” he said grandly. “You are here to witness. Nature reveals herself only to the reverent observer.”

Evie leaned toward Annabel. “Drink every time he says ‘reverent’ and we’ll be plastered by lunch.”

***
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Claudia Fenwick had already picked a spot by the tall grass. She was dressed in olive green and slate grey, her shirt precisely ironed, her short-cropped hair pinned back like she didn’t trust the wind. She unpacked a minimalistic watercolour set with surgical efficiency and didn’t greet anyone. Annabel noticed the way Claudia’s eyes flicked toward the others — cool, unreadable, waiting.

***
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Jules Kepler showed up next, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, layered necklaces, and a canvas apron that already had strategically placed paint smudges. He looked like someone who believed in auras and never used the word “beige.”

“Vibes are immaculate,” he announced to no one in particular, setting down his things like he was claiming land. “I can feel the energy of the yarrow.”

Nell, trailing him, wore a long cardigan that nearly brushed the grass, oversized sunglasses, and a faint look of regret. She nodded politely, then sat on a blanket and began setting up a small ink set with barely a sound.

Evie muttered, “One of them is emotionally repressed. I just haven’t worked out which.”

***
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Just as Jules launched into a monologue about “dandelion consciousness,” Beatrice Simmons bustled onto the field like a burst of warm vanilla.

“Hope no one minds,” she said brightly, holding up a cake tin, “but I made oat-and-blackberry slices. They’re technically part of a study I’m doing on edible textures, but I won’t be offended if anyone just eats them for fun.”

Beatrice wore wide-legged corduroy trousers, a mustard-coloured jumper with a slightly flour-dusted shoulder, and a scarf printed with teapots and tiny cats. Her glasses slipped slightly as she squinted into the light, but she smiled at everyone like she’d known them forever.

Jules took a slice immediately. “This is vibrationally aligned.”

Claudia took none.

Evie snagged two and whispered to Annabel, “She’s either secretly a genius or just too kind to survive this group.”

Annabel smiled. “Both, maybe.”

Persephone circled Beatrice once, sniffed the air, and walked away with obvious suspicion. She did not trust baked goods that weren’t offered directly.

***
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Then came Elena Halberd.

She walked in like she was used to being watched. Not with vanity — with vigilance.

Loose linen. Soft-soled shoes. 

No jewellery. Her dark hair was pinned up in a loose twist, strands escaping like they had better things to do. 

She nodded to Basil. Briefly. Chose the furthest corner of the meadow.

Evie leaned over. “She’s either heartbreak in human form or here to bury a body.”

Annabel murmured, “Or both.”

Elena painted without preamble. 

No pleasantries. Just brush to paper, a small glass jar of water at her elbow and a quiet intensity that pushed the air away around her.

***
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The meadow filled with gentle rustling. Birdsong. Brushes on paper. Occasional sighs of creative frustration.

Annabel tried to paint a coneflower. It came out... confused. 

She tried again. This time, she focused on how the petals leaned. The way they didn’t beg to be noticed, but still were. It was better.

She looked up just as Elena dipped her brush with fingers that trembled — just slightly.

Claudia saw it too.

Neither of them said a word.

***
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Persephone stalked past Jules, who yelped when she stepped on his palette, then strolled directly into Claudia’s lap like she was inspecting a suspect. Claudia froze.

Evie, watching from the shade, laughed. “She always knows who needs unsettling.”

***
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When the class ended, Basil declared it “a triumph of soul meeting season.”

People packed up slowly.

Elena didn’t speak to anyone. Just wiped her brush, folded her chair, and disappeared between the tall grass.

Claudia lingered a moment longer, staring at Elena’s empty spot. Then she too walked away — her palette perfectly clean.

Annabel closed her sketchbook. It wasn’t her best work. But it was hers.

Persephone leapt into her arms, purring once — like a punctuation mark.

Tomorrow, they’d paint at the old chapel.

And somehow, Annabel already knew: something there would not be still.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




The ruins of the chapel stood like broken teeth against the skyline, softened only by ivy and time.

It wasn’t much — three standing walls, a crooked stone arch where the door had once been, and a floor overrun with moss and wild violets. But it was quiet. Still. A place where sound softened and breath slowed.

Annabel stood just inside the boundary wall, sketchbook under one arm, watching as light filtered through the open roof. The sun scattered through the cracks like spilled gold.

Persephone wound between her feet, tail flicking, as if inspecting the sacred geometry of the stones for her own mysterious reasons.

***
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Beatrice appeared with her usual thermos and a smile that didn’t know how to be anything else.

“Oh, I know this place,” she said, stepping over a cracked flagstone. “I baked for a wedding here, years ago. Well — it started here, anyway.”

Evie looked up from her pencil case. “In the ruins?”

“It was very fashionable at the time. Rustic romance. Flowers in jam jars. Crumbling symbolism.”

“And?” Annabel prompted, already amused.

Beatrice sighed. “A roof tile came loose halfway through the vows. Landed directly on the wedding cake. The top tier slid off like it had somewhere better to be. I had to patch it with glacé cherries and hope no one noticed.”

Evie cackled. “Was the bride furious?”

“She was wearing heels in a field. She was already furious.”

***
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The group settled in slowly.

Claudia chose a shadowed corner near a twisted window. Her strokes were sharp, deliberate, and silent.

Jules sat dramatically at a broken pew, one foot up like he was posing for a Renaissance allegory. He stared up at the ruined ceiling and said, “This place is giving me rebirth energy.”

Nell, cardigan even bigger today, quietly chose a patch of wild thyme and unpacked her charcoal set with no fanfare.

Elena arrived last. She didn’t greet anyone. Just nodded once at Basil, then set herself up near what had once been the altar.

Annabel watched her carefully.

Her composition was immediate. Confident. Her lines were clean, her washes subtle. But something felt missing.

It was beautiful — but it didn’t breathe.

***
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Near the archway, Beatrice had perched on a stool beside Basil, a sketchpad balanced on her lap. She wasn’t drawing — not yet.

“I remember her earlier work,” she said softly. “One painting I saw — a woodland path — felt like it had teeth. I couldn’t stop looking at it. It scared me. In the best way.”

Basil hummed, sipping something that definitely wasn’t herbal tea. “Yes. That was her wild phase. A burst of passion. Untamed. She painted with risk back then.”

“What happened?” Beatrice asked.

“She learned to be careful.”

Jules leaned in from across the broken window. “She’s not gone. She’s just still. Like Monet in winter.”

Evie, nearby, leaned over to Annabel. “They’re all saying the same thing. She lost it.”

Annabel watched Elena dip her brush again, her hand perfectly steady. The painting was emerging in soft blues and greys — technically flawless. Emotionally silent.

“She’s not lost,” Annabel murmured. “She’s plateaued.”

And no one who called themselves an artist liked to admit that.

***
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The late sun shifted as they worked, casting long, warped shadows across the mossy floor. Dust sparkled in the air like slow-falling confetti.

Annabel had chosen a stone near the wall, where she could sketch a shattered arch dripping with ivy. The vines framed the opening like nature trying to stitch the ruin back together.

She let her brush drift. Soft strokes. Loose lines. No pressure. It felt... nice.

Persephone had disappeared somewhere among the ferns growing out of the wall. Hopefully not hunting anything sacred.

***
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Midway through the session, Elena’s hand paused. Only for a second.

She pressed the back of her wrist to her temple, then bent forward as if to reach for her water jar — but missed. Her fingers hesitated just above the tin, then drew back.

She didn’t look at anyone. Didn’t speak.

Claudia, two meters away, paused mid-stroke.

She didn’t say anything either. But her brush remained suspended in the air for a moment too long — like it was waiting to hear something only she could hear.

***
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Evie had perched on a chunk of collapsed stone nearby, sketching a half-finished window as if it had insulted her personally.

“She doesn’t look well,” she murmured.

Annabel glanced up. Elena was working again — as if nothing had happened — but her posture was off. Shoulders tight. Jaw set.

“It’s hot,” Annabel said. “Maybe she’s dehydrated.”

“Maybe.” Evie  frowned. “She doesn’t drink, though. Or eat. Or blink.”

“Maybe she’s just focused.”

“Or haunted.”

***
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As the session wrapped up, Basil did a slow, murmured circuit, offering poetic feedback that sounded mostly like botanical dream logic. Jules was lying flat on his back, whispering something about transcendence to a passing crow. Nell packed up silently, brushing dust from her lap with long, delicate fingers.

Beatrice poured tea from her thermos and offered Annabel a biscuit. It was, somehow, still warm.

“I don’t think Elena will stay the whole retreat,” she said quietly.

Annabel looked over. Elena was folding her brushes with delicate precision. Every movement slow. Measured.

“Why not?”

Bea shrugged. “Because someone that is tightly wound either snaps or disappears. And I’ve seen both.”

***
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Persephone emerged at the edge of the chapel, carrying a perfectly square piece of weathered paper in her mouth.

She dropped it on Annabel’s shoe like an offering. Or a dare.

Annabel bent down. The edge was torn. The paper was thick — high-quality — and marked with a faint stain of... ochre?

She turned it over.

Just the corner of a sketch. A style she almost recognised. A signature that was cut off — just IV...

Claudia stood nearby, closing her sketchbook.

Their eyes met.

And Claudia smiled — just slightly.

It wasn’t a nice smile.
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Chapter 3
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The lake by Larchwood was glassy, green, and perfect.

Too perfect.

Annabel sat on a blanket near the edge, brush in hand, eyes tracing the reflections in the water. Dragonflies zipped over the surface like they had somewhere else to be. The trees on the far bank leaned in like gossiping old women.

Persephone stood at the shoreline and looked out with open disdain.

Then she turned, stalked three steps into the sand, and dug an absolutely furious hole, flinging dry earth with aggressive precision.

Evie watched. “She’s already bored of the aesthetic.”

“She doesn’t like still water,” Annabel murmured.

“She told you that, did she?”

“With her entire soul.”

Persephone finished her excavation, buried a twig like it had offended her, and vanished into the reeds.

***
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The group had spread out.

Basil had declared the site "a visual metaphor for artistic honesty", then disappeared behind a willow with a flask of something that smelled like regret.

Jules had removed his shoes and was painting with his toes.

Nell, across from him, was quietly sketching. Her cardigan today was navy. Her sunglasses were back on. Her expression was unreadable.

Claudia sat under a tree, painting reeds with obsessive focus — every line perfect, clinical, almost cold.

And Elena... was on the dock.

Sitting cross-legged, her water jar beside her, her sketchbook balanced like an altar offering.

Her painting took shape fast — bold outlines, clean washes, exact shading.

It was beautiful. But it didn’t feel like anything.

Then her brush paused.

She blinked. Shifted slightly. Her hand trembled for a second — not a lot, but enough.

She reached for her jar... and missed it by an inch.

Claudia, under the tree, stopped painting mid-stroke.

Annabel saw both.

Neither of them said a word.

***
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Beatrice arrived, bouncing slightly on the path, with a tin in one hand and a travel mug in the other.

“Raspberry muffins,” she called. “Fresh from the oven. I felt like someone might need sweetness today.”

Evie immediately stood. “You always know. It’s either witchcraft or intuition, and I respect both.”

Bea passed out muffins like communion. When she reached Elena, the painter barely looked up.

“No, thank you,” Elena said softly, her voice distant, eyes on the water.

Bea frowned slightly, but moved on.

***
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Later, during the break, Jules wandered off to “commune with reflection” (Evie translated: “pee behind a tree”). He left his kit unattended.

Evie, naturally curious, peeked.

Inside, tucked under sketchpads, was a small tin — unlabelled, but with a faint smear of rusty orange pigment around the lid.

Persephone reappeared at that exact moment, sitting behind Evie like a spectral witness.

“She’s looming,” Evie said, lifting the tin. “You see this? She sees this. Everyone sees this.”

Annabel frowned. “That’s not a colour Basil’s given us.”

“Could be cadmium. Could be evil.”

“Let’s not accuse Jules of attempted poisoning.”

“Too late. I’ve named the tin Suspicious Spice.”

Persephone gently swatted it off the edge of the bag. It rolled toward Annabel, who caught it mid-spin.

She looked at the smear again. Something about the texture didn’t seem... quite right.

***
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As the session wound down, Basil emerged to call them in for “communal reflection.” Only half the group obeyed. Elena stayed on the dock.

Annabel passed behind her on the way to pack up.

She glanced at the painting.

It was the far side of the lake — trees, water, stone. Beautifully rendered. But the colour palette was wrong. Too pale. Off-tone. Emotionless.

And... oddly familiar.

Annabel narrowed her eyes.

She’d seen something like this before. Not here. In a book. A gallery catalogue.

By Isolde Voss.

***
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Persephone trotted out of the trees with something dangling from her mouth.

It was a ribbon — pale blue, paint-streaked, frayed at one end.

She dropped it neatly at Claudia’s feet, then sat and began cleaning her paw.

Claudia stared at it for a beat too long.

Then, wordlessly, she picked it up, folded it, and slid it into her sketchbook.

Annabel caught the moment — just as Claudia looked up and met her gaze.

And smiled.

Not a friendly smile.

Just... a knowing one.
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




The barn smelled of old hay, dust, and rain.

Annabel stepped inside and immediately understood why Basil had called it “an intimate setting for focused observation.”

Translation: drafty, dim, and full of vibes.

The group trickled in slowly, peeling off coats and shaking out umbrellas. Rain tapped gently against the old windows. The lighting was soft and grey — the kind that made everything feel slightly more haunted than it needed to be.

Evie unrolled her mat and squinted up at the rafters. “If a bat flies into my water cup, I’m taking that as a sign to change careers.”

***
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Persephone had already claimed the most structurally questionable beam and was lying across it like a gargoyle with opinions.

Claudia was the first to set up. Again.

She chose the far corner — quiet, shadowed. Her setup was precise: brushes in order, palette clean, sketchbook unopened.

Elena arrived last. Again.

She looked... drained. Not just tired — hollow. Like someone painting out of obligation, not obsession. She nodded vaguely at Basil, ignored Jules entirely, and took the seat closest to the window.

Basil paced slowly down the centre of the room like a priest preparing for creative communion.

“Here, we remove the distractions of nature to meet the rawness of form,” he intoned.

Evie muttered, “Sounds like a fancy way to say 'bad lighting.'”

***
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The session began.

Annabel worked on a still life — a vase of wildflowers left by someone optimistic. She watched as the others quietly fell into rhythm.

Except Claudia.

She wasn’t painting.

She was... mixing.

Her hands moved precisely, quietly. She scraped a tiny amount of pigment from a tin — one not on Basil’s materials list — and swirled it into a separate jar of water. A dull ochre, like dried leaves and bitterness.

She dipped a test strip, studied the colour, frowned.

Then she tucked the jar behind her box, just barely out of sight.

Annabel didn’t say anything.

But she noted the action.

And the distance between Claudia and Elena’s seat.

***
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The rain thickened. Shadows deepened.

Jules attempted something abstract and large and accidentally flung red pigment across Nell’s paper. She didn’t speak — just moved to a different bench.

Elena winced. Not at the mess. At the sound of the splatter.

Beatrice handed out warm oat cookies like a therapy session. 

Persephone descended from her beam to accept one, then sniffed Claudia’s water jar and hissed quietly.

Claudia gently nudged her away with the back of her sketchbook.

Not angry. Just... firm.

Evie watched it all like someone collecting secrets for a rainy day.

***
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At the end of the session, Annabel caught sight of Elena’s latest piece.

It was a still life of the vase — perfectly captured. Soft shadows. Precise stems. Not a petal out of place.

But next to it, Claudia’s version was different.

Less literal. But alive.

There was energy in the strokes. Movement. A flare of colour Annabel hadn’t seen in the original scene.

And a hint of ochre in the shadows.

***

[image: ]


As they packed up, Elena brushed past Claudia with her sketchpad tucked under her arm.

Neither of them spoke.

But Claudia glanced down — and for one split second, her hand hovered over the jar she’d hidden.

Just long enough for Persephone to hop up onto the bench and place a paw directly on the lid.

Claudia froze. Then she smiled.

Only Annabel saw it. And it wasn’t a smile of joy.

It was a smile of knowing.
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Chapter 5
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The Hare & Hound had seen every kind of local drama: wedding toasts, funeral toasts, football fights, quiet divorces, and once, a goat on a Tuesday. Today, it welcomed something new — artists.
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