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				“The tide brings more than shells to these quiet sands.”

		

	


	 

	 

	 

	

Prologue

	 

	Twenty Years Ago

	Briarley Estate, Summer Night

	The first time the play was staged at Briarley, the roses bloomed late and the storm came early.

	The lawn had been set for a dream — velvet drapes hung between the trees, paper lanterns bobbed from the orchard branches, and someone had even scattered wildflower petals along the makeshift aisles. It was meant to be a gift. A celebration. A night of lightness and laughter before everything changed.

	But nothing stayed light for long.

	Not here.

	Not in Firling.

	 

	***

	 

	Backstage — though no one called it that then — a girl stood in the half-shadow of the garden wall; her costume torn slightly at the sleeve. She pressed her script against her chest like it could steady her heartbeat.

	From the orchard path, someone else was running. Late. Breathless.

	Whispers rose like smoke. Accusations. Regrets.

	The audience clapped once — twice — then fell silent.

	Something had gone wrong.

	Not loudly.

	But enough.

	 

	***

	 

	Later, when the lanterns had burned low and the thunder had passed, there were questions.

	About what had been said offstage.

	About who had left early, and who never left at all.

	About why the play had never been performed again.

	Until now.
 

	

Chapter 1

	 

	The gardens at Briarley Estate were in bloom. Roses curled over trellises in defiant blush, lavender buzzed with bees like gossip on wings, and hollyhocks loomed tall as if judging everything below. The air smelled of paint, petals, and anticipation — the kind that clung to skin even more stubbornly than heat.

	Annabel Lennox Deighton adjusted her sunhat and watched from the edge of the lawn, notebook in hand, her usual seat of quiet observation. It had been just over a year since she arrived in Little Firling. Long enough to know who put cream or jam first on their scones. Long enough to be invited to things without suspicion. But not quite long enough to stop asking the kinds of questions other people avoided.

	Especially today.

	A Midsummer Night’s Dream — open-air, full-cast, professionally lit, and slightly too ambitious for a village of 800.

	It was the first time a play had been staged on the Briarley Estate grounds in over two decades.

	No one really said why.

	 

	***

	 

	She scanned the cast as they arrived. The familiar figures didn’t need introduction. Clarissa Fairmont, former opera soprano and self-appointed drama queen, swept onto the grass as if summoned by thunder. Jasper Wyatt, from the bakery, carried three clipboards and a face full of earnest nerves. Bettany Marlowe was already near the costume rail, silent as ever, mending something long before it had time to tear. Kitty Simmons sat beneath the mulberry tree, notebook open, gaze flicking away from the lawn too often to be accidental.

	But it wasn’t the locals that made Annabel pause.

	It was the others.

	They hadn’t been in Firling last spring. Or winter. Or ever, as far as anyone could remember. And yet here they were — sprinkled through the cast and crew, all with polite smiles and vague explanations.

	Olivia Vale, playing Helena, had arrived with three matching suitcases and the kind of London enunciation that made village dogs bark. Victor Lang said he was from Theo Harper’s old technical team, but he’d asked Bernard Harper about the estate’s foundations. Delphine Ray claimed to be an old friend of Juliet Hayes’ — though Juliet, notably, hadn’t introduced her. And Leo Marks? He was too charming, too quiet, and took too many notes that didn’t seem to have anything to do with blocking.

	They were here for the play.

	Supposedly.

	But Annabel had taught enough tragedy to recognize a cast that wasn’t saying all their lines out loud.

	 

	***

	 

	At the centre of it all stood Theo Harper. London theatre director. Local returnee. And very much the man of the moment.

	He wore sunglasses too dark for the weather, a scarf too long for July, and a smile that never quite reached his eyes.

	“Annabel, darling,” he called, striding toward her with arms outstretched. “Isn’t it divine? It’s exactly as I imagined it.”

	“Which part?” she asked, adjusting her pen. “The wild roses or the existential dread?”

	Theo laughed too hard. “Oh, I’ve missed your wit.”

	“You haven’t been gone long enough to miss anything,” she said flatly.

	He waved her off. “Art takes us places, darling. Besides, this play — it’s not just nostalgia. It’s the beginning of something. The world’s watching more than you think.”

	That was what unsettled her.

	The quiet hum of something larger.

	Not just a play. Not just Firling.

	Something else was unfolding here — something stitched between the lines of Shakespeare and the shade of the old estate trees. Something moneyed. Carefully positioned. Maybe even filmed.

	She’d overheard one of the newcomers ask if the back lawn had “soundproofing.”

	What kind of village theatre needed soundproofing?

	 

	***

	 

	Evie arrived beside her, clipboard in hand, oversized sunglasses on, and a straw poking out of a suspiciously pink thermos.

	“Theo’s rewritten Oberon’s entrance again,” she muttered. “Clarissa’s threatening to stage a revolt. And someone’s painted Titania’s throne in mauve. Mauve, Annabel. We’re two arguments away from a Shakespearean cage match.”

	“And yet,” Annabel said, eyes scanning the lawn again, “something tells me this won’t be the worst part of the production.”

	Persephone padded up the path and curled herself beside a crate of fake ivy. She blinked once. Slowly.

	Someone offstage whispered a line that wasn’t in the play:

	“Not all fairies bring wonder. Some bring warning.”

	Annabel turned her head sharply.

	No one was there.

	Not yet.

	 

	

Chapter 2

	 

	The moment Titania’s entrance was announced for Scene Two, Clarissa Fairmont swept onto the lawn with the subtlety of a stagecoach on fire.

	“What,” she thundered, “has happened to my crown?”

	Everyone froze.

	The crown — a delicately crafted circlet of gold ivy, glinting beads, and what Clarissa had described as “emotional truth in accessory form” — was not on the costume rail where she had allegedly left it.

	“I placed it right here,” she declared, pointing to a nondescript patch of grass, “beside that tragic pile of faux greenery. And now it’s vanished. Vanished. Which, incidentally, is what happened to the dignity of theatre when people started casting influencers—”

	Theo clapped once, sharp and theatrical. “People, please. Props move. Lives evolve. We mustn’t be derailed by a crown.”

	Clarissa turned slowly; eyebrow raised like a guillotine.

	“You want me to embody a faerie queen without her crown?” she asked, voice trembling with righteous outrage. “That’s like asking Prospero to conjure without his staff. Or asking me to deliver passion while dressed in this shade of mauve.”

	“You chose that shade,” someone muttered near the sound table.

	Clarissa ignored them. She pivoted dramatically to Annabel.

	“Professor Deighton. What does Shakespeare say about artistic sabotage?”

	Annabel didn’t look up from her notes. “That it comes before a fall.”

	Clarissa huffed. “Quoting Proverbs in the midst of a rehearsal. We are truly in decline.”

	 

	***

	 

	Evie appeared beside Annabel, clipboard in one hand, wine gums in the other.

	“Two silver pieces. I say that the crown will turn up on top of her own mirror later,” she whispered.

	“I’m not taking that bet,” Annabel replied.

	Persephone trotted onto the lawn, tail raised like an exclamation point, and began a slow, investigative circle around the prop bench.

	Then she stopped, her whole-body stiff.

	A second later, she hissed and jumped back.

	Annabel stood immediately. “Persephone?”

	Evie turned. “That sounded… pointy.”

	They moved toward the source of the hiss: an overturned crate full of faux ivy and old costume bits. Among the disarray was a half-open envelope — yellowing, curled at the edges, and carrying a scent so thick it almost felt visible.

	Annabel picked it up carefully.

	It smelled like old theatre dressing rooms — heady florals, powder, and a hint of something sharp. A perfume that no one wore anymore. Or shouldn't.

	Evie leaned in. “That’s not perfume. That’s… an ancestor.”

	Inside the envelope was nothing but a single dried violet. Pressed flat. Preserved intentionally.

	On the front, one word was scrawled in elegant, faded handwriting:

	Hannah.

	 

	***

	 

	Later, while the faeries argued over where to stand and Puck accidentally tripped over a fallen lantern, Annabel sat with Bettany Marlowe beneath the edge of the orchard.

	Bettany’s fingers worked a needle through a hem, her motions smooth and practiced. She hadn’t spoken during the earlier commotion. She never really did.

	“You know this isn’t the first time they staged a play here,” she said softly.

	Annabel looked over. “I heard that.”

	“There’s a reason no one talks about it.”

	Bettany tied off the thread. Her eyes stayed on the fabric.

	“It didn’t end well.”

	Annabel tilted her head. “Were you—”

	But Bettany stood before she could finish. Quietly. Gracefully. And left the hem unfinished.

	 

	***

	 

	The kitchen of the Honeystone Cottage was warm with rosemary and roasting courgettes that evening. Annabel moved between oven and counter like someone solving a riddle through ingredients. She cooked when she needed to think. Always had.

	Evie leaned against the butcher’s block, attempting to slice tomatoes without maiming them.

	“I still say the crown thing was deliberate,” she said. “Clarissa thrives on minor chaos. She's like a peony with teeth.”

	Annabel stirred the vegetables. “She was more theatrical than usual.”

	“She compared herself to Oberon and Elizabeth I in the same breath.”

	“That’s not unusual for her.”

	“No, but Victor’s reaction was,” Evie said. “Did you see him during the scene? He wasn’t watching Clarissa. He was watching Theo.”

	Annabel didn’t reply. She reached for her notebook, opened it on the table, and slid out the envelope they’d found.

	“Still can’t stop thinking about this?” Evie asked, joining her.

	Annabel nodded. “The perfume. The dried flower. The handwriting.”

	“And the name. Hannah.” Evie frowned. “We don’t know a Hannah, do we?”

	“Not that I recall.”

	Persephone hopped up onto the dresser, blinked once, and stretched herself into a long curl of feline scepticism.

	Annabel turned the envelope over in her hands. “It doesn’t make sense to leave something like this in a prop crate. It feels intentional. Like someone wanted it to be found.”

	“Or someone wanted to remind someone else.”

	They ate in silence for a while, the wine cool against the warmth of the room.

	Outside, the village was still, except for the occasional sound of late laughter drifting from the road — just a little too loud for how quiet the night felt.

	“You know,” Evie said, “some of the cast members aren’t acting. Not really.”

	Annabel looked up.

	“They watched today like it was more than a rehearsal,” Evie continued. “Like they were waiting to see if something would happen.”

	Annabel didn’t smile.

	“Like they were studying a scene.”

	 

	

Chapter 3

	 

	The moment Annabel stepped outside; she could feel it — the village had begun to hum. 

	Not in the bright, cheery way it did before fêtes or spring fairs. This was the low, persistent buzz of curiosity fermenting.

	Outside the post office, Ronnie Parkes was adjusting his bicycle chain while simultaneously talking to no one in particular.

	“I’m not saying they’re up to something,” he muttered, loud enough to be overheard, “but when one of them asks if the estate has any underground chambers, you start wondering if we’ve accidentally cast a spy thriller.”

	He looked up as Annabel approached, grinning. “Morning, Professor. You surviving the theatricals?”

	“So far,” she said. “Though the script might not.”

	“Word is someone rewrote a scene to include dry ice and a power ballad.” 

	He leaned closer. “And I’m not saying who, but it rhymes with Barissa.”

	 

	***

	 

	The walk through the village was a parade of sideways glances and polite disapproval dressed up as small talk. Outside the bakery, Mrs. Gilchrist was debating whether Olivia Vale’s voice was “naturally that posh” or just for show. Someone at the grocer’s had apparently sold six bottles of elderflower gin in three days — rehearsal stress, no doubt.

	But it wasn’t until Annabel stepped into the Hare & Hound that the true pulse of Little Firling made itself known.

	 

	***

	 

	It was mid-morning, but already three regulars sat by the fireplace nursing tea with the quiet intensity of men preparing to critique a performance they had no intention of attending.

	At the bar, Henry Griggs, the bartender, was setting out a fresh pot of coffee. Bernard Harper, as usual, was polishing a glass that probably didn’t need it.

	“Morning,” Annabel said.

	“Back for round two?” Bernard asked.

	“I thought I might have some tea before someone else delivers a monologue.”

	Henry poured without asking.

	Across the room, Celia Ward of the WI was leaning conspiratorially across a table, speaking just loudly enough to be overheard.

	“They say it’s different this time,” she was saying. “More professional. More polished. But I remember the last time we had theatre at Briarley. I remember the way it ended.”

	One of the others at her table leaned in. “Didn’t someone fall off the stage?”

	Celia sniffed. “No one fell. People left. Suddenly. Quietly. And they didn’t all come back.”

	There was a long pause. Then:

	“I don’t talk about it,” Celia said. “It’s not my place.”

	But she didn’t stop talking, either.

	 

	***

	 

	Annabel sipped her tea. Outside, the sun had shifted, casting long shadows across the village green.

	She stood to leave, nodding to Bernard — who gave the faintest of nods back, like a man who already knew more than he wanted to.

	It was as she turned toward the door that she saw it.

	Pinned to the Hare & Hound’s corkboard, nestled between a flyer for ballroom dancing and a notice about lost spectacles, was a paper programme.

	Old. Yellowed at the edges. Slightly curled.

	“A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Briarley Estate Players – Summer Gala, 2003.”

	Annabel stepped closer. The cast list was faded, the ink bleeding at the edges. She scanned the names.

	And stopped.

	Near the bottom.

	Assistant Stage Manager: L. Ashcroft.

	A name no one had mentioned this week.

	But she had seen it — scribbled in Theo’s notebook yesterday afternoon, just visible under his scarf during a rehearsal break.

	And this morning, Leo Marks had pulled something from his pocket outside the post office — quickly, like he didn’t want her to see it. She hadn’t seen the full name, but the curve of the handwriting was... familiar.

	She turned toward Bernard. “Who put that up?”

	He didn’t look up. “No idea. Wasn’t there yesterday.”

	 

	***

	 

	Outside, the breeze carried the scent of roses and rain.

	Persephone was waiting on the windowsill of Honeystone Cottage, tail flicking, gaze fixed toward Briarley.

	Not all performances began with a spotlight.

	Some started in the corner of a pub, under a curl of paper, with a name that shouldn’t be there.

	 

	

Chapter 4

	 

	The second day of rehearsals began with Clarissa refusing to come out of the changing tent until someone located her “emotional support brooch,” and a faerie child crying because someone else had eaten the last strawberry yoghurt.

	By ten thirty, the sun was already melting makeup and patience in equal measure.

	Annabel had brought her own chair today — folding canvas, sturdy — and placed it precisely two metres from the edge of the temporary stage. She called it her “neutral zone.” Others called it ominous.

	Persephone, stretched at her feet like a coiled ribbon of feline judgment, had already hissed twice and hadn’t blinked once.

	 

	***

	 

	Theo stood centre stage; arms raised like Moses directing a scene change.

	“People,” he said, “the forest scene is sacred. It’s where magic takes root. We cannot — must not — stumble through it like a tour group at a garden centre.”

	“Tell that to the stag beetle in my sleeve,” muttered Jasper.

	Olivia stepped forward, Helena script fluttering in one hand.

	“I still think the faerie lights should pulse with the rhythm of the language,” she said. “We’re losing the poetry.”

	“We’re losing the will to live,” someone else said under their breath.

	 

	***

	 

	Annabel made notes quietly. And watched.

	Leo Marks was standing near the sound booth, but he wasn’t adjusting anything. He wasn’t even pretending to take notes today. Instead, he kept glancing across the lawn — not at the actors, but toward the tree line.

	Annabel followed his gaze. Nothing moved. Not yet.

	She flipped her notebook to a clean page. The top line read simply:

	L. Ashcroft.

	 

	***

	 

	Mid-rehearsal, a break was called when the wrong version of Act Two appeared in half the scripts.

	Juliet stormed across the lawn holding the offending pages in one hand and a half-eaten croissant in the other.

	“These aren’t my copies,” she barked at Theo.

	“They came from your printer,” he replied, without turning.

	“I never added a monologue about Oberon’s fear of birds.”

	Clarissa appeared behind a backdrop and loudly said, “I rather liked it.”

	Theo turned slowly. “We’re doing Shakespeare, not free verse trauma therapy.”

	Annabel watched him closely.

	His face had flushed slightly. His smile was brittle at the edges.

	Someone had touched the script.

	Someone had edited it — and not for the first time.

	 

	***

	 

	During the break, Annabel wandered behind the set tents. The ground was softer here, trodden with footprints. The trees cast long shadows, even in the morning sun.

	A kettle was boiling on the tea table. No one stood near it.

	Annabel reached into her satchel and pulled out the old programme. The name was still there. L. Ashcroft.

	She turned it over.

	Someone had written in pencil, faint but deliberate:

	“Truth is never silent. It waits for the line.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Annabel?”

	She looked up.

	Bettany stood a few feet away, a stack of costume alterations in her arms.

	“Can I help you?”

	Annabel smiled politely. “Just avoiding another speech about forest symbolism.”

	Bettany’s eyes dropped to the paper in Annabel’s hand.

	For a moment, her face didn’t move.

	Then she turned and walked away without saying another word.

	 

	***

	 

	Annabel folded the programme and tucked it back into her bag.

	Behind her, Persephone let out a low growl. Not a hiss — deeper. Like a warning.

	Someone had changed the script.

	Someone didn’t want the past to stay buried.

	And someone was watching the performance more carefully than they should.

	 

	

Chapter 5

	 

	The air had changed.

	The second day of rehearsals had started cooler — a breeze twisting through the trees around Briarley Estate, tugging at the edge of backdrops and scattering pages that hadn’t been weighted properly.

	Annabel had noticed the actors were quieter. Less posturing. Even Clarissa had refrained from quoting herself in the third person.

	Something in the atmosphere had gone still.

	 

	***

	 

	She found Bernard just off the side lawn, behind the drinks table, methodically slicing lemons into quarters as if they’d personally offended him.

	“Bit early for cocktails, isn’t it?” she asked.

	He didn’t look up.

	“They’ve asked for cucumber water,” he muttered. “Cucumber. This isn’t a spa. It’s a village.”

	Annabel smiled, then lowered her voice.

	“Did you see the programme I found in the pub?”

	He hesitated — just a fraction of a second — then continued slicing.

	“Wasn’t mine to find,” he said.

	“But someone pinned it up.”

	Bernard finally looked up.

	“I don’t know who put it there. I didn’t ask. And if you’re smart, you won’t either.”

	There was weight in that. Old weight.

	Annabel studied him. “L. Ashcroft. She worked the old production, didn’t she?”
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