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Evelyne Storm has a penchant for cozy mysteries, curious cats, and charming small towns—but in this new, darker twist on the Lila Blaze Mysteries, she adds a dash of suspense and sly humor. When she’s not unravelling fictional puzzles with her heroine Lila Blaze, she’s sipping endless tea and dreaming up the next small-town enigma.
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Chapter 1 – The Marble Cat Goes Missing
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Mornings in Clover Bay were usually too perfect for their own good—soft sunlight, sleepy gulls, and the faint smell of cinnamon buns drifting from the bakery. Lila Blaze never trusted anything that looked too perfect. Perfection, in her experience, always came with secrets. The kind that hid behind lace curtains and polite smiles, waiting to trip you on your way to the teashop.

She watched the town awaken from her small cottage window, the one that faced the crooked lane leading to the harbor. Steam curled from her mug of lavender tea—she preferred it over coffee; it allowed her to think without the shakes. Beside her, a half-written article on “The Hidden Oddities of Clover Bay” blinked on her laptop, demanding attention. She ignored it, as one does with most forms of responsibility before ten a.m.

Her cat, Fig, sprawled on the windowsill like a disinterested philosopher, flicking his tail at the sight of a pigeon daring to trespass. “Don’t bother,” Lila murmured. “He’s probably got better gossip than we do.”

Outside, Mrs. Fenwick’s estate gleamed like a well-polished secret. The widow’s lawn was trimmed to military precision, her hedges shaped like teacups—an architectural decision that said, I’m eccentric but disciplined about it. Lila often passed by on her morning walk just to see what the old woman had added to her collection of lawn ornaments. Gnomes, wind chimes, ceramic owls—she was one marble cat short of founding her own outdoor museum.

Lila glanced at her watch. Nine fifteen. Time to face the world. She grabbed her satchel—brown leather, perpetually overstuffed with notebooks and pens that didn’t work—and stepped into the crisp morning air. The cobblestones of Marigold Lane still glistened from the previous night’s fog, and the distant waves lapped like gossiping tongues against the harbor wall.

Clover Bay had a rhythm, a slow coastal heartbeat. Fishermen unloading the morning’s catch, tourists squinting at shop windows filled with seashell trinkets, and old men debating the weather like it was an unsolved crime. Lila adored every piece of it—because, beneath its postcard perfection, Clover Bay had layers. Layers meant secrets, and secrets meant stories.

“Morning, Miss Blaze!” called out Mr. Potts, the town postman, cheerfully ringing his bicycle bell as he passed. He was always too happy for someone whose job included carrying letters from tax offices and ex-lovers. Lila raised her cup in greeting.

As she strolled toward the Fenwick estate, she rehearsed her to-do list aloud: “Drop by the market. Pick up sugar. Return Mrs. Delaney’s mystery novel—though she insists she didn’t lend it to me. And maybe—just maybe—figure out why the bay’s been so unusually quiet.”

It was then she noticed something off. The sort of off that prickled the back of her neck.

At the corner of Mrs. Fenwick’s gate, a stone pedestal sat empty. Naked. Wrong.

Lila blinked. “Oh no,” she whispered, a hint of amusement curling her lips. “You didn’t.”

The marble cat—Mrs. Fenwick’s pride and joy—was gone.

It had been there yesterday afternoon, watching over Marigold Lane like an alabaster guardian, its green glass eyes glinting with disapproval at anyone who walked by too quickly. Today, only a pale square of dust and a faint ring of moss marked where it had sat.

Mrs. Fenwick herself appeared seconds later, as if summoned by the disturbance in the air. She was dressed in lavender, as always, with a hat large enough to shelter a small family of birds. “Lila! Oh, thank heavens you’re here! My cat—my marble cat—it’s vanished!”

Lila schooled her expression into one of polite concern, though inside she was already smiling. “Vanished, you say? As in, ‘wandered off on its own’ or ‘spirited away by dark forces’ vanished?”

Mrs. Fenwick clutched her pearls dramatically. “Don’t mock me, dear. This is serious! I discovered the tragedy just an hour ago when I went out to water my begonias. There was a dreadful emptiness, right there on the post. I nearly fainted.”

Lila crouched near the pedestal. “Any signs of forced entry, or did your feline statue simply grow legs and stage an escape?”

The widow huffed. “Someone stole it! Who would do such a thing? It’s not worth much money—at least, I don’t think so—but it was sentimental. My late husband carved it himself.”

That explained the attachment, if not the theatrics. Lila ran her fingers over the mossy ring, noting the faint scratches on the stone. Fresh ones. The marble had been lifted roughly, not carefully. Interesting.

“Any visitors last night?” Lila asked. “Anyone acting strange, perhaps lurking near your gate under the guise of admiring your topiary?”

Mrs. Fenwick frowned, thinking. “Just the bridge club, as always. We played until ten. I do remember hearing a strange clinking sound outside afterward, but I assumed it was the wind chime. I was halfway through my chamomile by then.”

Lila stood, brushing off her knees. “Wind chimes don’t usually leave claw marks. May I take a look around?”

“Be my guest, dear. But do be careful—my roses are in bloom.”

Lila began her inspection with a detective’s patience and a journalist’s curiosity. The path leading from the gate was scattered with faint white dust—marble dust, if she wasn’t mistaken. It trailed toward the road and disappeared near the hedge.

She followed the trail, noting the peculiar shoe prints pressed into the soil—narrow, deliberate, and deeper on one side. Someone had been carrying something heavy and trying not to look suspicious about it. Clover Bay wasn’t known for its criminal masterminds, but petty mischief with flair? That, the town excelled at.

She circled back to the gate, where Mrs. Fenwick watched anxiously. “I think,” Lila said slowly, “whoever took it didn’t come for the value. They came for the puzzle.”
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