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Chapter 1

Inheritance





I wonder if this town is as sleepy and uneventful as it looks , Violet Pennington thought as she stepped out of the taxi beneath the sky the color of aged pewter. The clouds hung low and heavy, as if they, too, carried the weight of Brambleford’s secrets. This looked like a village where everyone knew everyone, she imagined even the clouds listened and kept a careful record of whispered stories and hidden grievances. The town had red-tiled, flint-walled buildings so close together that they hugged one another along its sloping, cobbled streets, with a forest surrounding the town.   

The driver, a grumpy-looking, quiet man who had spoken only to gesture toward the church, lifted her lone suitcase with the care of someone handling something far more dangerous than books. 

Brambleford lay before her, neat as a photograph, cottages arranged with such order that Violet half expected to see a gardener with a ruler, measuring the ivy’s progress. The only movement came from a pair of elderly women who conversed in low voices, heads together like crows at a cornfield, pausing only to give Violet the sort of once-over that catalogued her shoes, her suitcase, and the precise shade of her raincoat.

She clutched her satchel a little tighter. Three days, she reminded herself. Settle the estate. Close the shop. Go home.

Between the Lines -bookshop stood at the far end of the green, its Victorian façade leaning in, as if listening to gossip. The sign above the door creaked in the breeze, once, then twice, a sound that drew the attention of a black cat perched imperiously on the front counter inside, visible even through the slightly smudged window.

Violet paused on the pavement.

“I barely knew you,” she murmured, thinking of Aunt Cordelia. She recalled her pointed letters, her peculiar gifts, and her sudden vanishing from Violet’s life. Inheritance, it seemed, was not always a blessing.

The key grated in the lock. The door sighed open, and with it came the scent of old paper, bergamot, and something like cough drops, perhaps, or the ghost of a past illness. The bell above the door chimed a greeting that felt both too loud and too cheerful for a place that had recently changed hands by death.

“Well,” Violet said softly. “That sounded nice, welcoming.”

She stepped inside and froze.

A black cat presided over the front counter as though she were its rightful proprietor. Her fur was so impeccably groomed it bordered on vanity, save for a crescent of white at her throat, a detail so precise that even the most exacting housekeeper would have approved. She regarded Violet with the measured appraisal of a seasoned detective sizing up a suspect.

The cat blinked. Once. It was a slow blink, like the cat was thinking of blinking and then doing it in slow motion. 

Violet hesitated in the doorway, noting the cat’s gaze. “Well,” she said, attempting bravado, “I suppose you’re Agatha?”

The cat’s only reply was another slow blink and the faintest twitch of her tail, an eloquent gesture, if one were inclined to read into such things. Violet, who had always considered herself impervious to feline judgment, felt suddenly as if she were being weighed against an invisible ledger.

“I’m not staying,” Violet told her, suddenly defensive. “You should know that. I’m just doing the inventory and then leaving.”

Agatha jumped down, executing the maneuver with the elegance of a duchess descending a staircase, and brushed, almost pointedly, against Violet’s shin. Her purr was low, continuous, and Violet thought uneasily, oddly knowing.

The door behind them clicked shut.

Violet swallowed.

The first hour passed in a blur of inventory lists, dust motes, and memories she hadn’t known she’d inherited. Aunt Cordelia’s handwriting was everywhere. Violet saw her neat letters in labels, and notes tucked into books, marginalia that veered between sharp observation and whimsical nonsense.

Trust Agatha.

The note was wedged inside a battered first edition of The Moonstone.

Violet frowned, uncertain whether the advice was practical or a jest at her expense. “Trust her to do what?” she muttered. “Judge me?”

From the landing, Agatha watched, tail flicking, eyes narrowed. If she was judging, she concealed it with the discretion of a seasoned detective.

The stairs to the second floor groaned under Violet’s careful steps, each creak echoing through the quiet house. Aunt Cordelia’s office greeted her with the mingled scent of lavender, aged paper, and lingering traces of tea. On the desk lay a well-worn leather journal, its spine softened and cracked from years of use. Beside it rested an ink bottle, dark and glossy, with a delicate feather quill poised as if waiting for a hand to write again.

Violet opened it.

Brambleford is never what it seems, Cordelia had written on the first page. Especially to outsiders. Especially to those who believe accidents are only accidents.

What does that mean? Violet shivered. This is creepy and menacing. Accidents should be just accidents in a small village like this. 

A floorboard creaked. Agatha moved, pausing by a bookshelf. With one deliberate paw, she pressed against a volume, and to Violet’s surprise, the whole shelf shifted, revealing a narrow seam in the wall.

“What is that? What do you have there?” Violet asked.

Agatha rose, placed one paw against the shelf, and pushed. The bookshelf shifted.

Violet’s heart thudded. “This,” she said to the cat, “was not mentioned by the solicitor.”

Agatha looked up at her, and for a single, unsettling moment. Violet could have sworn the cat knew what she was thinking and smiled.

Outside, the church bells tolled the hour, steady, patient, counting time that had already been lost.

Brambleford, it seemed, had been waiting for her.

She took out the guide to Brambleford and the surrounding Cotswolds region and started reading a tourist guide Aunt Cordelia had left her: Brambleford perched quietly in the heart of the Cotswolds. Her eyes started feeling heavy, and her head nodded after the first few pages. “Time to go to bed,” she muttered to Agatha, who still watched her with wary eyes. 








  
  

Chapter 2

First Impressions





Violet woke to the sound of bells and the unsettling certainty that she was being watched, not by a person, but by the particular gaze of a cat who had made surveillance into an art form. 

She opened one eye.

Agatha sat on the windowsill, perfectly silhouetted against the pale morning light, tail curled neatly around her paws. Her eyes, golden and unblinking, appraised Violet as though she might yet prove useful. Beyond her, mist rolled across the village green like a living thing, softening edges and swallowing distance. The church bells chimed again, gentle, welcoming, entirely too familiar for Violet’s comfort.

“You don’t say much,” Violet muttered.

Agatha blinked.

Violet sighed and swung her legs out of bed. The flat above the shop was smaller than her London apartment, but it felt warmer and cozier. The low ceilings sloped inward, dormer windows let shy shafts of light spill across the floor, and the boards beneath her feet creaked as if greeting her each morning.

She dressed quickly and padded downstairs, tugging her cardigan tighter around her shoulders. The bookshop’s windows were dark, and already she imagined the whispered conversations that would flit behind them like restless birds once the village came to life. In the corner, she set the kettle on and brewed tea, the familiar aroma grounding her. She buttered a slice of toast, spread thick with blackberry jam.

Agatha trailed silently behind her, sleek and deliberate, her amber eyes watching every movement as if judging it. 

“Do we have anything for you this morning?” Violet asked, opening the kitchen cabinet. She found a few cans of cat food and popped one open. Agatha immediately claimed her breakfast, settling onto the rug with the quiet dignity of punctuation at the end of a sentence.

After her small breakfast, Violet poured herself another cup of tea and carried it along the aisles, letting the quiet moments stretch before the day began. Then, on an impulse, she decided to go outside and see the bookshop in the morning light.

She pushed open the door and stepped onto the dew-slick pavement. Agatha followed, and Violet said: “You want to come, too? You’re not an indoor cat, are you?” 

Agatha wove at her heels, her amber eyes scanning both Violet and every shadow between the buildings with unnerving focus. Even in the brightening dawn, the village seemed to hold its breath. The streets were empty, no pedestrians, no passing cars, just the faint scent of wet stone and earth.

“Not much to see here,” Violet muttered, letting her gaze drift over the quiet streets. “How did my aunt ever make this place profitable?”

She viewed the shop window. From the outside, it looked like any other bookstore, towers of books neatly stacked, a few carefully displayed to catch the eye, and a hint of charm in the slightly crooked signage. Yet Violet knew, from the journals she had glimpsed, that Between the Lines was more than it appeared. Her aunt had a knack for drawing people in, for making them linger longer than they intended… and, of course, for buying books.

Violet shook her head and stepped back inside. She didn’t believe she had that particular gift. She’d never imagined herself running a small business, let alone inheriting one. The thought of turning the key each morning and being responsible for the inventory and customers felt overwhelming.

The bell over the door jingled before Violet had finished the first sip of her second cup of tea.

“Oh! You’re open,” said a bright voice. The woman who entered wore confidence like armor, her bluish-silver hair swept into a flawless chignon, and her tailored jacket buttoned with military precision. In contrast, the old woman’s jacket was a patchwork of memories: faded tweeds in muted brown, and various greens stitched together with careworn seams, the elbows softly polished from years of use. Tiny brass buttons caught the light like forgotten coins, and the slightly frayed collar hinted at countless brisk walks through misty village streets. It had the quiet dignity of someone who had seen the world turn slowly but never lost her sense of style, or her secrets. Her eyes were sharp, assessing, and immediately amused, the kind of eyes that had witnessed every scandal in Brambleford and survived to pour another cup of tea.

“You must be Violet Pennington,” she said, with the practiced warmth of a woman who had welcomed more newcomers than she cared to remember. “Eleanor Hartwell.  Welcome to Brambleford.”

She extended a gloved hand, already smiling as though Violet had passed a test she hadn’t known she was taking.

“I didn’t realize I was open,” Violet said honestly, shaking it.

“Nonsense. A bookshop is always open,” Eleanor replied. “Especially this one. Cordelia would be furious if you kept the doors closed too long.”

Violet hesitated. “You knew my aunt?”

“Knew her? Darling, I survived her. Your aunt talked about you a lot.” Eleanor’s gaze flicked to Agatha. “And I see she’s decided to keep you.”

Agatha jumped onto the counter, settling beside the till with proprietary ease.

“That sounds… ominous,” Violet said.

“Oh, it is,” Eleanor agreed cheerfully. “Now, the village would very much like to meet you. But first let’s have tea or coffee. See you in an hour at the Coffee Bean.” And she left the store with a cheerful wave.


      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Violet found herself at a small table inside The Coffee Bean, hands wrapped around a mug far fancier than anything she owned.  

“I came here to deal with my Aunt Cordelia’s estate,” Violet said, raising an eyebrow.  

Eleanor laughed, a rich, knowing sound. “I don’t think you’ll get rid of this town so easily.”  

She began pointing out familiar faces. “There’s Tom Fletcher,” she said, waving toward a man working on a half-repaired fence. “Local carpenter saves everyone’s furniture when it needs repairs. And yes,” she added with a grin, “he actually enjoys doing it.”

Tom looked up and waved, his smile easy and unpretentious. “Morning, Eleanor. And welcome,” he said to Violet. “Hope the shop’s treating you well.”

Eleanor nodded toward the Brambleford Arms. “And that’s Geoff Hartwell. He’s the pub keeper. He doesn’t like strangers so much, but don’t take it personally. He doesn’t like visitors who don’t tip well. But don’t let him fool you, he’s harmless… mostly.”

Geoff gave a curt nod, arms crossed, sizing Violet like a customer evaluating a menu. Eleanor elbowed Violet as a coconspirator. “He’s a stickler for first impressions. Remember that. And everything else too.”

A little further down, a small figure darted from the door of a converted stable, juggling a tray of cups. “Ah, Penny Wright,” Eleanor said as she watched Penny Wright bounce behind the counter inside, blonde hair and piercings flashing as she argued with a delivery driver, gesturing enthusiastically. “She’s new,” Eleanor said, taking a careful sip of her latte. “Which, of course, makes her fascinating. She’s the coffee queen of Brambleford, social media savant, part-time artist, full-time whirlwind. She’ll be your first ally if you need information or gossip.”

“Penny, meet Violet, Cordelia’s niece.” 

Penny stopped and grinned. “New face in town! Don’t let Eleanor’s stories scare you,” she called, holding out a hand to Violet. “Coffee on the house for newcomers.”

Violet shook her hand, slightly amused and slightly overwhelmed. “I think I’m going to like this village,” she said, though the gleam of mischief in Eleanor’s eyes suggested otherwise.

Finally, at the corner of the village green, a lean woman with steel gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses leaned over a fence, watering a patch of vibrant flowers. Eleanor whispered conspiratorially, “And that tall woman over there,” She gestured to a woman in the garden, “That’s Dr. Ashford. Village doctor, former London surgeon. Brilliant, intimidating, and occasionally terrifying. She’s fair. Mostly.”

Dr. Ashford lifted her hand in greeting. “Good morning, Eleanor. And you must be Violet. Welcome to Brambleford. Try not to get into trouble too quickly.”

Violet’s gaze drifted to Agatha, who had already slinked a few steps ahead, amber eyes sweeping the street with the scrutiny of a seasoned detective. Violet let out a soft laugh. “I hope not,” she murmured, though a small part of her wondered if trouble had already spotted her, and Agatha, of course, knew it.

Eleanor gave Violet a pointed, knowing look. “In Brambleford? Oh, my dear, didn’t your aunt mention? Trouble here doesn’t wait for newcomers. It’s been expecting you… long before you even arrived.”

Agatha walked ahead of them, pausing at corners as if checking that Violet was still following.

“She does that,” Eleanor said. “Leads.”

“To where?” Violet asked.

Eleanor’s smile softened. “That depends on what’s needed.”

Violet thought her answers were cryptic, as if she knew more than she was telling her.

By the time they returned to the shop, Violet’s head was full of names, histories, and an uncomfortable sense that Brambleford knew far more about her than she did about it.

Inside the Between the Lines bookshop, Eleanor removed her gloves and glanced around approvingly. “You’ll be hosting the book club this month, of course.”

Violet choked on air. “Um, I do… what?”

“Murder & Mayhem. Last Tuesday of every month. Cordelia never missed one.”

“I don’t even know anyone.”

“That’s the point.” Eleanor’s eyes gleamed. “And Sebastian Blackwood will attend. He’s been rather eager to see this place again.”

At the mention of his name, Agatha’s ears flattened.

Violet noticed.

“Sebastian Blackwood?” Violet repeated. “The Sebastian Blackwood? The famous mystery writer?”

“The very same. Charming. Brilliant. Prone to digging where he shouldn’t.” Eleanor rose, already finished. 

She gestured toward a tall, stooped man. ‘That’s Reverend Timothy Blackwood, the brother of our famous Sebastian Blackwood. He is our priest. Our village is small, but we have our own church and a devoted parish. Father Blackwood has been with us for decades, just as his family has.”  

Violet nodded. Agatha reacted to his presence with quiet, contained tension. She didn’t hiss, just a stillness that Violet noticed and then dismissed as the cat being odd.  

Father was greeting someone by the counter while waiting to be served. Violet’s keen eyes observed him. He looked like any other vicar he’d seen in other villages. 

“Oh, and Violet?” Eleanor continued, as she watched Father Blackwood getting his tea, then returned her gaze to her. 

“Yes?”

“Please, make some extra tea.” She got up, then smoothed her hair to ensure it looked perfect, and said, “See you at the book club.” With a decisive click of her heels, she left.

The shop felt quieter after she’d gone.

Agatha jumped down from the counter and walked to the back room, stopping pointedly beside the kettle. She looked back at Violet.

“I don’t even know when the meeting is,” Violet said.

Agatha meowed.

Violet stared before asking. “You know?”

Agatha flicked her tail.

Somewhere deep in the shop, wood creaked, not settling, not old age, but movement as if something had shifted its weight.

Violet wrapped her hands tighter around her mug.

Three days, she reminded herself again. Then I’m gone.

However, fate had other plans.
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