
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Murder between Brushstrokes 
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For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly before the humans caught up.
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No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without express written permission of the copyright owner.

First Edition

About the Author

Belinda Chavremootoo writes charming cozy mysteries filled with seaside secrets, garden gates, and cats who always know the truth. When she’s not plotting fictional crimes, she can be found in her garden, where the scent of soil and the rustle of leaves provide endless inspiration — all under the watchful gaze of her two cats, who supervise with quiet judgment.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


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.”

***

[image: ]


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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