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For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly before the humans caught up. Especially for one.
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Belinda writes layered mysteries where memory lingers, landscapes remember, and silence speaks louder than words. Her stories slip between the literary and the intimate—part atmospheric suspense, part quiet reckoning. Rooted in a love for islands, history, and hidden truths, her work invites readers to linger in the in-between.

She believes some lands carry echoes of everything they’ve witnessed—grief, joy, betrayal—and that nostalgia for a place is its own kind of story. 

She also writes heartfelt children’s stories that whisper courage into quiet hearts. With magical ladybugs, story-saving oaks, and brave little girls like Maia, Belinda hopes to help young readers find their own voice—and use it boldly.

When she’s not writing, Belinda tends to her garden, guided by the rustle of leaves, the smell of earth, and the quiet company of two cats who always seem to know more than they let on.
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Murder Over the Misty Cliffs

[image: ]




[image: ]


	[image: ]


	“In the hush between turning pages, Persephone knows where the truth hides.”
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​​Prologue - A Note on Little Firling
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(as observed by Annabel Lennox Deighton, late 50s, reluctant detective)

Little Firling is the kind of place you escape to.

Crumbling cliffs. Rolling green fields. A sea that never quite tells you what it’s thinking. It’s beautiful, of course — wildly, wind-whipped beautiful — but also just mysterious enough to feel like something’s always watching from behind the hydrangeas.

The village itself leans into the charm. Ivy-draped cottages. A pub with the original crooked sign. Bunting for events no one truly remembers. Everyone knows your name, your birthday, and the last three things you bought from Bea Simmons’ bakery — and they’re not afraid to bring any of those up over a cup of tea.

When I moved here from Glasgow after retiring early, I expected peace and maybe a few curious glances. What I got was a cat with the gaze of a magistrate, a best friend who carries a baseball bat "just in case," and a murder investigation I had no business leading — except, apparently, I did.

Because Little Firling has its secrets. Old ones. The kind you trip over while gardening. The kind whispered through generations until someone — usually someone like me — decides to dust them off.

So, if you're here for a peaceful coastal escape?

You might get your wish.

Just... don’t go wandering near the cliffs after dark.
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​Chapter 1
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The mist crept in with the confidence of an old friend. It wrapped around the chimney pots and pressed up against the windows of Honeystone Cottage like it knew exactly where the warmth was. It blurred the horizon until land and sea became whispers of each other, and it made Annabel Lennox Deighton feel—for the first time in a long time—quiet.

Not numb. Not empty. Just... quiet.

She stood at the edge of the clifftop path, boots sunk into damp grass, one gloved hand resting lightly on the worn wooden gate that marked the end of her new garden and the beginning of the great, green beyond. The sea murmured below, distant and restless, like it was having an argument with itself.

Persephone, her black Bombay cat, rubbed against her calf; a warm velvet coil of black fur and quiet judgment. She chirped—a soft, questioning sound—and Annabel looked down.

“Still not sure what we’re doing here, are you?” she murmured.

The cat blinked up at her, golden eyes round and solemn. Another soft sound. Not quite agreement. Not quite disapproval.

“I know. Same.”

It had been almost a month since she had left Glasgow behind. A city filled with friends, colleagues, and noise—so much noise—and the increasingly empty flat where Michael’s books still lived on the shelves like polite ghosts. Two years of widowhood had passed like weather: sometimes stormy, sometimes still, always somewhere else. She had taught two more terms after he died, out of habit more than purpose. Then one day, she had stopped. Packed up her lecture notes, cancelled the dinner parties she had not wanted to attend, and bought a stone cottage in a village she had never heard of until it appeared in a Google search at 2:00 a.m.

Little Firling. She had liked the sound of it.

Quiet. Seaside. Not too far from a train line. The sort of place where people grew things.

Persephone had come, naturally. You did not leave behind your only living confidante—even if she had a habit of talking back in chirps and blinks and never let you drink tea without inspecting the cup first.

They walked the cliffs every morning now. Part ritual, part meditation. It was becoming a habit—one of the first she had chosen for herself in a long time.

The fog thickened as they walked, the sea vanishing behind it. Persephone trotted ahead, then stopped. Her ears pricked forward. She let out a sharper chirp and darted into the scrub just off the path.

Annabel frowned. “Another vole?” No answer. 

She followed.

It took a moment to find her—sitting perfectly still beside something low and crumpled in the grass.

At first, it looked like a pile of old coats. Something someone had dropped and forgotten.

Then she saw the shoe.

Then the still hand.

Then the open eyes.

Annabel’s breath caught. Persephone sat beside the figure; tail wrapped neatly around her paws.

The man was slumped against a moss-covered boulder. His face pale. His mouth slightly open. No sign of violence. No blood. Just... stillness.

And at his side, caught in the brambles, a notebook. Its cover warped by moisture, its pages fluttering weakly in the breeze like it was trying to breathe.

Annabel crouched. 

She did not touch the body. 

But she did reach for the notebook.

It was damp, but not ruined—just barely legible in parts. She turned it over carefully.

She turned the first page.

Symbols. Scribbles. A drawing of something that looked like the sun, with three stars circling it. Strange, urgent handwriting.

She hesitated. Then slid it gently into her satchel, already imagining it in one of the plastic bags in her kitchen drawer.

"If it’s important," she murmured to herself, "I’d rather it not disappears."

Persephone let out one, low meow. Quiet, like a warning.

Annabel stood slowly.

There was something here. Not just a body. A story.

And she had walked right into the middle of it.

***
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She returned to the cottage after calling the authorities. PC Tom Oakes—helpful, if slightly over-eager—had promised to “come up sharpish” and “sort it all out.” Whatever that meant.

Now, she stood in the centre of her small garden, fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of tea, Persephone perched on the low stone wall as if she were conducting surveillance.

Honeystone Cottage was exactly what it had promised to be: a little crooked, a little magical. Roses curled around the front windows like gossip, the paint on the door was a cheerful but chipped blue, and the back garden sloped toward the fields in a lazy, uneven sprawl. Someone, once, had tried to tame it. The bones of an herb patch remained—old thyme clumps, stubborn mint, even a half-wild rosemary bush that smelled of forgotten dinners.

Annabel was already planning what to plant. Courgettes. Lavender. Marigolds, maybe.

She needed something to grow.

“I brought scones, but I can leave them on the step if this is a no-socializing sort of morning.”

The voice came from behind her—bright, brash, unapologetically alive.

Annabel turned.

The woman in the patchwork coat and sturdy boots looked like she could win a bar fight and still make it to book club with jam on her sleeve. Her red hair was in an unapologetic twist, her eyes sharp and curious.

“Evie Barnes,” she said, holding out a Tupperware. “Bookshop, gossip, occasionally foul-mouthed first responder to village drama. And you’re the professor with the cat and the aura of heartbreak.”

Annabel blinked.

Evie grinned. “Too much?”

“Just unexpected,” Annabel said, taking the container. “I’m Annabel.”

“I know. We’ve been watching you.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

Evie pointed vaguely toward the village. “Everyone. It’s how we welcome people. With food and mild surveillance.”

Annabel raised an eyebrow.

Evie gestured toward Persephone. “She’s been giving my Labrador the death glare through the hedge.”

“She’s not fond of dogs.”

“Neither am I, but I don’t stare at them like they owe me money.”

Annabel smiled. A real one, the first in a while.

They stood quietly for a moment, the mist curling around the roses, the fields yawning open behind them.

Then Annabel said, “There’s been a body. On the cliffs.”

Evie did not gasp.

She just said, “Right. Tea first, then crime-solving. You’ve moved to the right village.”
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​Chapter 2
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The fog had thinned, but it had not left.

It clung to the hedgerows like a sulking child, reluctant to release the morning entirely. The path to the cliffs felt softer underfoot, the grass still damp. Annabel walked steadily, Persephone’s absence at her heels oddly noticeable.

In her satchel was a Ziploc bag containing the notebook.

She had cleaned it gently, just enough to stop the pages from warping further. It felt wrong to hold it—like touching something meant for someone else. But worse, it had felt wrong to leave it behind.

As she neared the edge of the cliffs, she saw the familiar fluorescent pop of PC Tom Oakes’ jacket.

“Professor Deighton,” he called, waving. “Glad you made it back.”

Annabel nodded, her eyes flicking toward the body—still untouched, respectfully marked by police tape and a few cones that looked like they had been borrowed from the primary school.

“Didn’t want to move anything until someone confirmed what they saw,” Oakes said. “This him, then? Ernie Finch?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

She opened her satchel and held out the notebook in the Ziploc.

“He was clutching this. I thought it might be important.”

Oakes took it, squinted through the plastic, then gave a half-shrug.

“Looks like diagrams. Scribbles. Probably just academic notes. He was always rambling about shipwrecks and old legends, wasn’t he?”

He handed it back without even opening it.

Annabel did not move. “He was holding it. Tight.”

“Could’ve been reflex. People grip things as they fall.”

“But his body wasn’t in a position that looked like a fall,” she said. “His legs were crossed. His shoulders were slumped. He looked... arranged.”

Oakes blinked. “I’ll mention that to the coroner. But no visible signs of trauma. No wounds, no bruising. Might’ve been a heart attack.”

Annabel did not respond. Her gaze drifted back to Ernie’s face.

He had not looked peaceful.

He had looked like he was waiting for something.

Or someone.

“Still,” Oakes continued, scribbling in a half-folded notepad. “Nothing alarming. If anything turns up in the autopsy, I’ll let you know.”

Annabel nodded, but something inside her stayed rigid.

He did not ask about the notebook again.

***
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Back at Honeystone Cottage, the kettle was already whistling when she stepped through the door.

Persephone blinked at her from the table, then stared directly at the notebook as she placed it down, still sealed. The cat gave one soft chirp. Judgemental.

“I agree,” Annabel muttered, putting the kettle off. “That wasn’t satisfying at all.”

There was a knock at the door.

Evie.

She stood holding a pastry bag and two steaming takeaway cups like a caffeinated storm cloud.

“I figured you needed backup. I brought pastries and nosiness.”

Annabel stepped aside. “Come in.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3
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The notebook lay between them like a loaded question.

Annabel turned another page, careful not to tear the dampened edge. The paper crackled slightly, but the ink was still mostly legible. It was all there: sketches, symbols, notes scribbled sideways in the margins. One page was entirely dedicated to what looked like shipping codes—numbers arranged in vertical rows, underlined three times at the top with the words:

CRATE ELEVEN — MISSING?

Customs forms don’t match. Hale. Cooke.

Annabel leaned over her cup of tea. “Cooke. That’s... Maggie Cooke?”

Evie nodded slowly.

“And Hale,” Evie added, “as in Rupert Hale. Landlord to half the village, including your cottage previously. And owner of the old mill, the chapel, and three ‘historically preserved’ sheds no one can explain.”

Annabel turned another page. The symbol appeared again—the sun with three stars, scrawled repeatedly beside the word ‘hidden’ and a rough sketch of the cliff path.

“This wasn’t research,” she said. “This was a warning.”

Evie was quiet for a moment. Then: “You still think this was murder?”

Annabel looked at the notebook. “Yes. I think he was trying to tell someone something before it was too late.”

Persephone meowed softly from the windowsill and stretched, her tail twitching once.

“Her Highness agrees,” Evie muttered. “Right. I’m going to dig through my aunt’s archive box. If she knew anything about this symbol, it’ll be in there. She hoarded papers like other people hoard plastic bags.”

Annabel stood to refill the kettle when there was a knock at the door.

“Expecting someone?” Evie asked.

“No.”

She opened the door.

Maggie Cooke stood on the step, her cheeks flushed and a waxed paper bag in her hands.

“Hello, love. I just thought—you probably haven’t had a proper lunch, with everything this morning and all. Brought some Cornish pasties round. Fresh out the oven.” She offered a smile that was a little too bright.

Annabel hesitated. “That’s very kind.”

“Just trying to help where I can,” Maggie said, stepping into the hallway without waiting. “Oh hello, Evie. Still poking about in things, you shouldn’t, I, see?”

Evie smiled with zero warmth. “That’s the job title, more or less.”

Maggie handed Annabel the warm bag, eyes darting around the kitchen.

And then—very briefly—she spotted the notebook.

Just sitting there, on the table, next to the mugs and sugar pot.

Her gaze froze on it for half a second. She didn’t say anything.

But she didn’t need to.

She knew what it was.

“Oh,” she said too casually. “Is that Ernie’s handwriting?”

Annabel’s heart gave a single hard thump.

“I thought no one had identified the man yet,” she said quietly.

Maggie blinked. “Oh. Did I say Ernie? I—someone in the bakery mentioned seeing him yesterday. Near the cliffs. I assumed it might be...”

She trailed off.

Evie crossed her arms.

Maggie quickly turned back to Annabel. “Anyway, I should get back. Busy day, even with... you know. Best not to let things slip just because of a little excitement.”

She was out the door before either of them could respond.

***
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“She didn’t ask about the body,” Evie said.

“No.”

“She didn’t ask what we saw.”

“No.”

“But she knew it was Ernie.”

Annabel set the pasties down and walked slowly back to the table. Her fingers hovered just above the notebook, as though it might vanish. 

“I don’t think she came here to check on me,” she said.

Persephone chirped again. 

Unbothered.

“I need to get some things from the shop,” Annabel added. “Tea. Milk. Sugar. Spices for cooking. I love experimenting with world cuisine and this type of cooking helps me relax and find inspiration.”

She paused for a moment, then added with a playful glint in her eye, "And perhaps I'll come up with some subtle questions, the kind that people answer without realizing they're being gently probed. It's always fascinating to uncover little truths about people."

Evie grinned. “My favourite kind.”

***
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The village was already humming with gossip.

Annabel passed two women from the Women’s Institute (WI) whispering beside the post-box. The grocer gave her a sympathetic smile he clearly reserved for people who had “seen things.” Mr. Wilkins waved half-heartedly as his dachshund barked at her ankles like it was trying to banish evil spirits.

At the shop, the conversation shifted the moment she stepped through the door.

“Oh hello, Professor,” chirped Kitty Simmons from the garden centre, suddenly extremely interested in a box of shortbread. “Terrible news, this morning, just awful. And so soon after moving in.”

Annabel offered a nod. “Small villages have large reactions.”

“Was it true?” Kitty asked, lowering her voice. “That he was holding something? A coin? Or a diary?”

Annabel blinked. “Where did you hear that?”

Kitty flushed. “Oh, you know... word gets around.”

Annabel paid for her groceries and left without another word.

***
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She returned to the cottage twenty minutes later.

Everything looked normal.

The door was locked. The windows unbroken. Persephone was stretched out on the windowsill, a small white feather trapped under one paw like a trophy.

Annabel smiled faintly and stepped inside.

She put the groceries down. Pulled off her coat. Walked into the kitchen.

Stopped.

The notebook was gone.

She looked around—every surface, every drawer, every cupboard. No sign of it. No mess. No break-in. Nothing.

Persephone jumped down from the window and landed softly at her feet.

Annabel stared at the table, her heart thudding.

Who even had access?

And then it clicked.

Rupert Hale had mentioned it casually when she signed the lease: “Maggie’s been helping out for years. Goes in to air the place, do a little clean now and then. Hope that’s alright. She’s very trustworthy.”

Maggie had not asked to use the loo.

She hadn’t looked around the kitchen like it was new.

She had not needed to.

Annabel turned toward the door, jaw tightening.

Persephone meowed once.

Not surprised.
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​Chapter 4


[image: ]




The morning light filtered through the lace curtains of Honeystone Cottage like a secret trying to sneak in. Annabel stood at the kitchen table, staring at the spot where the notebook had been.

Gone. Cleanly. Silently.

Persephone was perched in its place, her sleek black form coiled neatly, golden eyes unblinking.

“I know,” Annabel murmured. “I should’ve hidden it better.”

The cat didn’t move. But her tail tapped once against the table, a soft reprimand.

Annabel turned toward the phone and dialled the bookshop.

Evie picked up on the second ring. “If this is about the postmistress calling you ‘our new Jessica Fletcher,’ I already yelled at her.”

“It’s not that,” Annabel said. “The notebook’s gone.”

Silence.

Then: “Did someone break in?”

“No. The door was locked. Nothing else touched. I was out for maybe twenty minutes.”

Another pause. “So, someone with a key.”

Annabel nodded, even though Evie couldn’t see her. “I think it was Maggie.”

“Tea. Your place. Twenty minutes.”

Click.

***
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By the time Evie arrived, Annabel had unpacked the groceries she had bought the day before—the lemons, saffron, cinnamon, preserved lemon, and dried apricots.

“What’s this?” Evie asked.

“Lunch. Peace offering. Interrogation tool.”

“You’re weaponizing tagine?”

Annabel smiled faintly. “It’s worked before.”

As she cooked, the kitchen filled with warmth and spice, memories curling up in the steam. She had not made this dish since Michael passed. He used to say the smell made the flat feel like a Moroccan courtyard instead of a rainy street in Glasgow.

Persephone remained by her feet the entire time, alert, watchful, more clingy than usual.

“She knows something’s off,” Annabel said.

Evie sipped her tea. “So do we.”

***
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The three of them—Annabel, Evie, and Persephone—made their way down the lane to Maggie Cooke’s cottage. The basket was warm in Annabel’s arms. The cat followed at a polite but determined distance, tail high like a tiny black banner of suspicion.

Maggie answered the door after the second knock. Her hair was pinned up in a lopsided bun, her apron stained with flour. She looked surprised to see them.

“Oh! I—good morning.”

“We thought you might enjoy something savoury for a change,” Annabel said, lifting the basket. “I made tagine.”

Maggie hesitated. Then stepped aside. “Well, how can I say no to that?”

***
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The kitchen was warm and smelled faintly of sugar and something more floral—rosewater, maybe. There were scones cooling near the window and an old radio humming from the corner.

As soon as they stepped inside, Persephone paused on the threshold.

Her nose twitched.

She stared directly at a teacup on the counter.

Then, without sound or ceremony, she sat. Ears forward. Eyes narrowed.

Annabel glanced down. “Something wrong, girl?”

Persephone didn’t move. She was alert, focused—locked in.

Annabel’s eyes followed her gaze.

Rosewater.

The exact scent that had lingered in the cottage the morning the notebook vanished.

She met Evie’s eyes.

Evie raised a brow.

They both turned to Maggie.

***
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Lunch was served in awkward silence.

The tagine was well received—Maggie complimented the flavour, the tenderness of the chicken—but her eyes kept darting between the women like she expected them to say something. Or perhaps she was waiting for them not to.

Finally, Annabel said gently, “You knew what Ernie was researching.”

Maggie’s fork paused mid-air.

“I didn’t take anything,” she said.

“We never said you did,” Evie replied, setting down her glass of water. “But it’s interesting you knew something was missing.”

Maggie’s hands dropped into her lap. “Ernie talked too much. He thought he was onto something big. He showed me drawings... pages from shipping logs.”

“Did they mention your family?” Annabel asked.

Maggie’s jaw tightened. “He believed the wreck was planned. That certain families profited while others died. My great-grandfather died on The Golden Mare. My grandmother always said he was an honest man. Ernie made it sound like he’d been a pawn. Or worse.”

“So, you were protecting him?” Annabel said softly.

“I was protecting them,” Maggie said. “The people who came after. Who didn’t ask to inherit shame.”

Evie leaned forward. “Did you take the notebook?”

“No,” Maggie whispered. “But I wish I had.”

She stood abruptly, collected the plates, and turned her back to them.

Persephone moved to the edge of the table, never taking her eyes off the cupboard near Maggie’s feet.

There was something under there. Something the cat could smell. Something that didn’t belong.

Annabel rose. “Thank you for the conversation. And the tea.”

Maggie didn’t turn.

They left without another word.

***
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Outside, the air felt heavier.

Persephone trotted ahead, her tail flicking like a metronome of judgment.

“She’s lying,” Evie muttered.

“She’s scared,” Annabel replied. “But yes.”

“And the notebook?”

“I don’t know. But Persephone does.”

They walked in silence. The breeze carried the smell of rosemary and salt.

Somewhere behind them, in a cottage that smelled faintly of rosewater and regret, a woman washed three plates she had not finished eating from.
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​Chapter 5
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They walked in silence.

Gravel crunched beneath their boots as they left Maggie’s cottage, the scent of rosewater clinging to their clothes like something unfinished.

Evie shoved her hands into her coat pockets. “Well, that was... awkward.”

Annabel gave a slow nod. “She didn’t deny anything. Not convincingly.”

“But she didn’t admit it either. I don’t know what was more obvious—her fear, or the fact that she wanted us to leave.”

Persephone padded ahead of them, her tail flicking like a tiny black lie detector. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Maggie’s door until they were halfway home.

“She’s scared,” Annabel said. “And I think it’s because the notebook... if she took it, she doesn’t have it anymore.”

Evie raised an eyebrow. “So, either she passed it on, or she hid it.”

“She looked like someone who regrets trusting the wrong person,” Annabel murmured.

***
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Back at the bookshop, Evie pulled a dusty box from a top shelf and set it down on the counter with a sigh. “My aunt’s archive. I kept it thinking it was WI gossip and biscuit recipes but it may contain something linked to the research that Ernie was doing.”

Annabel opened it carefully. Inside were envelopes, old newspaper clippings, and notes written in a decisive hand.

Evie flipped through them. “She catalogued everything. Local families, land transfers, even crop rotations. Wait—here.”

A sheet marked “The Golden Mare – 1891”. A list of names. At the bottom, written in pen:

“They split it. And someone paid the price.”

Annabel’s eyes landed on one name: Elias Hale. It was underlined three times.

Evie frowned. “That’s Rupert’s family.”

Annabel leaned in. “He owns half the village now. Including the cottage that I bought from him and am now living in.”

Evie glanced down at the note. “But why lie? Why act so scared about something that happened in 1891?”

Annabel’s voice was low. “Because some legacies don’t stay buried. The profit from that wreck didn’t vanish—it was passed down. Quietly.”

Evie crossed her arms. “And if someone like Maggie stumbled onto that truth...”

“They’d want her quiet,” Annabel said.

They looked at each other.

“We should go back,” Annabel said quietly. “Make sure she’s alright.”

Persephone meowed once, already sitting at the door like she had expected this.

***
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Maggie’s cottage looked just as it had earlier—but somehow, more still.

The curtains were drawn. One of the potted lavender plants had tipped over. The kitchen window glowed, but the light inside did not feel warm. It felt like a stage set—waiting for the next act.

Annabel knocked.

No answer.

“Maggie?” she called.

Evie peered in through the side window. Her voice dropped. “There’s something on the floor.”

Persephone crouched low beside the doorstep; ears flattened. She did not meow.

Annabel tried the handle.

It opened.

***
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The scent hit them instantly—burnt sugar, something floral, and something sharp and sour underneath it all.

“Maggie?” Annabel stepped into the kitchen.

Then they saw her.

She was collapsed on the floor, one arm reaching toward the chair, the other limp at her side. Her eyes were closed, her skin too pale. No blood. No obvious injury.

Annabel dropped to her knees. “She’s breathing. Weak, but steady.”

Evie pulled out her phone, fingers already dialling. “Calling an ambulance.”

Annabel scanned the room. Nothing else was out of place.

No signs of forced entry. No broken glass. Her purse and jewellery were untouched.

“This wasn’t a robbery,” she said. 

Then she saw it—a scorched corner of notebook paper peeking out from under the cupboard Maggie had slumped against.

Persephone darted forward, crouched, and tapped it toward Annabel with a soft thwap of her paw.

Annabel picked it up carefully. The edges were burned; the ink smeared—but one line was still visible:

“Not just about the gold...”

She looked down at Maggie. Then to Evie.

“She let someone in,” Annabel said quietly. “Someone she thought she could trust.”

Evie’s jaw tightened. “And they took it?”

“Maybe,” Annabel said. “Or maybe... they took something she said.”

Her voice dropped further.

“What Maggie knew might not have been in the notebook at all.”
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​Chapter 6
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The air in Little Firling had changed.

Annabel felt it the moment she and Evie stepped into the village. It was in the way curtains twitched a second too long, how greetings were clipped, and conversations paused just long enough to mark a shift.

Persephone followed at their heels with focused grace, her black coat sleek as ink, her golden eyes taking everything in.

The village was humming—not with activity, but with tension.

***
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They passed Ronnie Parkes, the postman, who tipped his cap like a man hiding dynamite in his mailbag. “Morning,” he said, then added in a conspiratorial tone, “Heard Maggie’s still unconscious. Funny thing... some folks sent flowers before the hospital even released the news.”

He gave a wink and shuffled off with all the subtlety of a marching band.

Evie raised an eyebrow. “Did he just gossip in Morse code?”

Annabel smirked. “I think that was a yes, a warning, and a mild threat disguised as a compliment.”

***
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First stop: Kitty’s Garden Shop, where she was bullying a tray of winter pansies into an arrangement, they clearly resented.

“Oh, Maggie, bless her heart,” Kitty chirped without turning. “Terrible business. I do hope it wasn’t something... dramatic.”

Annabel tilted her head. “Did she ever talk to you about Ernie?”

Kitty paused for a fraction of a second. “Oh, he was always about, wasn’t he? Maps and muttering. Said he was working on something big. Local history and all that.”

Evie said nothing, but Persephone sneezed pointedly from the path.

“Charming creature,” Kitty said through her teeth.

***
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Further down the lane, Felix Barlow was repositioning a flyer with the energy of someone trying to erase history with a staple gun.

“Still poking around?” he asked, without looking up. “Hoping for some literary closure?”

“We’re just trying to understand what Ernie was working on,” Annabel said.

Felix rolled his eyes. “He was chasing fairy tales. Crate Eleven, lost gold, ghost maps.”

Evie stepped closer. “Didn’t you write about the Golden Mare in the village quarterly?”

“I write about facts,” Felix snapped. “Not pub fantasy.”

He stomped off in the direction of nowhere, arms stiff.

As they walked toward the pub, Annabel murmured, “He’s in the photo.”

Evie blinked. “Felix?”

“On Maggie’s fridge. That group photo. Kitty. Rupert. Penfold, sort of behind the trellis.”

“That wasn’t just a garden party,” Evie said. “That was a roster.”

“A roster of secrets,” Annabel replied.

***
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They passed the sea wall, where the beach was nearly deserted except for one figure.

Graham Hargreaves, long coat snapping in the wind, headphones on, methodically sweeping his metal detector.

“He’s always out here,” Evie said. “If anyone can find a bent coin from 1863 or a nail from the Norman invasion, it’s Graham.”

They watched as Graham Hargreaves paused mid-sweep on the beach, crouched, and carefully dug something from the sand. He stared at it for a long moment, then started walking up the slope toward them.

Evie muttered, “That’s new. Usually, he vanishes like a cryptid after he finds something.”

Graham stopped in front of them, wind tousling his grey hair beneath a battered wool cap. He held out a small cloth pouch.

“Thought you might want this,” he said.

Annabel took it gently. Inside, a coin — old, dulled by age, and etched with a pattern she did not immediately recognize. Around the edges were tiny marks that might’ve once been letters... or symbols.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Do you know where it’s from?”

Graham shrugged. “Didn’t find it. It found me.”

He turned to go, then paused. “Not everything buried wants to stay that way.”

Persephone sniffed at the pouch, then looked up at Graham with what could only be described as solemn approval.

“Thanks, Graham,” Annabel said.

He did not respond. Just walked off toward the far rocks, metal detector swinging like a pendulum of fate.

Evie nudged her. “Well, that wasn’t ominous at all.”

Annabel tucked the pouch into her bag. “Let’s just hope it’s a clue, not a curse.”

Persephone’s ears twitched.

“Another whisper from the past,” Annabel murmured.

***
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The Hare & Hound was warm, dim, and murmuring with low conversation. The smell of ale and Sunday roasts lingered in the wood.

Henry Griggs, the bartender, gave them a solemn nod. “Back corner’s quiet.”

Persephone leapt onto her usual stool with aristocratic flair.

“Sardine pâté?” Henry asked.

She chirped once. 

Confirmed.

Evie shook her head. “She’s got better table service than I do.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Henry said. “She tips in glares.”

***
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At a nearby table, Bertie the Butcher leaned in close to Bea Simmons, who was nursing a cider.

“I always said Kitty’s smile was too wide,” Bertie muttered.

“Wider than her herb beds,” Bea agreed. 

“And Felix? He’s hiding something. Probably under those awful elbow patches.”

In the corner, Frankie the Fisherman nursed a pint and muttered to himself, “Sea doesn’t forget. It remembers. And it waits.”

Two seats down, Tobias Marsh stared into his mug like it held the past. 

“He was after Crate Eleven,” Toby said softly.

Annabel turned to him. “Ernie?”

“Aye. Same as the rest, but louder. Wouldn’t stop asking.”

Evie leaned in. “Did he find anything?”

Toby tapped the rim of his mug. “My grandfather left a letter. Said the wreck wasn’t an accident. Said some things came ashore that shouldn’t have.”

Annabel’s eyes lit up. “Do you still have it?”

“Locked away,” Toby said. “And staying there until I know it’s safe.” 

He returned to silence like a drawbridge closing.

***
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Near the fireplace, Mrs. Penfold clinked her glass against Bea’s. “I told them if Ernie kept sniffing around, he’d end up like Florence Kemp’s archive—dusty, unread, and full of things better left alone.”

Annabel perked up. “Florence Kemp?”

Evie nodded. “Florie. Former librarian. Still keeps the real archive in her cottage. The kind with actual index cards and handwritten side notes. She doesn’t lend. She guards.”

“Ernie was there?” Annabel asked.

“More than once,” Penfold said. “Whatever he asked her, it rattled something.”

***
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Outside, dusk had painted the village rooftops in deepening blues.

Persephone hopped off her stool and padded ahead. Henry silently wiped her dish like it was part of the routine.

Annabel tightened her scarf.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we visit Florie Kemp.”

“With or without an appointment?” Evie asked.

“With Persephone,” Annabel replied. “No one denies her access.”
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​Chapter 7
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The next morning broke misty and cool, the kind of grey Cornish hush that made secrets feel just a little louder.

Annabel adjusted the strap of her satchel, stuffing in a notepad, her reading glasses, and three carefully worded conversation openers. Evie showed up ten minutes early with coffee and a grin.

“She’s not exactly friendly,” Evie warned as they walked. “She once refused to lend a book to the vicar because he returned another book with a biscuit crumb in the spine.”

“And yet,” Annabel said, “you think she’ll let us look at her private archive?”

Evie held up a small foil container. “I brought her peppermint creams.”

Annabel smiled. “You came prepared.”

“I also brought the real charm offensive.” She looked down. “You coming, Princess?”

Persephone strolled out from under the hedge with all the calm authority of a woman who had never once paid rent.

***
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Florie Kemp’s cottage sat just on the edge of the village, tucked behind a tangle of hawthorn and climbing roses. It looked exactly like the kind of place where secrets were alphabetised and no one dared walk on the moss path.

Evie knocked twice. Then again.

They waited.

Nothing.

And then, slowly, the door creaked open — just enough for one sharp green eye to peer out.

“Yes?”

“Morning, Florie,” Evie chirped. “You’re looking radiant as always.”

“I know you’re lying. What do you want?”

“We’ve come with peppermint creams,” Evie said, holding up the tin, “and a question about Ernie Liddel.”

A pause.

Then the door opened a fraction wider. “Who's your friend?”

Annabel stepped forward. “Annabel Lennox Deighton. I live in the cottage that used to be owned by—”

“Yes, yes. The one Rupert keeps trying to gentrify.”

Then Florie’s gaze dropped.

To the black fur. The green-gold eyes. The cat, now sitting serenely at her doorstep like a judge awaiting testimony.

“Oh,” Florie said. “Well. If she approves... come in.”

***
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The cottage smelled of peppermint, paper, and defiance. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with bookshelves—mismatched, overstuffed, lovingly catalogued in little handwritten tags.

A grandfather clock ticked somewhere in the back like it was judging everyone.

“Sit,” Florie said, gesturing to a pair of antique chairs that looked firm enough to improve posture by force.

Persephone, naturally, hopped onto a low windowsill and immediately began cleaning one paw, signalling her quiet satisfaction.

“You said you had a question about Ernie?”

“We think he may have uncovered something important,” Annabel said. “Connected to the Golden Mare. And to Maggie Cooke’s collapse.”

Florie sat, folding her hands. “He came to me twice. First time with questions. Second time with evidence.”

Annabel and Evie exchanged a look. “What kind of evidence?”
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