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	Dedication

	 

	For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly before the humans caught up.
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About the Author

	 

	Belinda writes charming cozy mysteries filled with seaside secrets, garden gates, and cats who always know the truth. When not plotting fictional crimes, she can be found in her own garden where the earthy scent of soil and the gentle rustle of leaves provide inspiration. Her two cats supervising everything with quiet judgment.

	 

	 


Coming Soon: Murder between Brushstrokes

	A Little Firling Mystery – Book Four

	 

	Annabel and Evie's art retreat turns chaotic with the sudden disappearance of famous artist Elena Halberd. As they delve into the mystery, they uncover secrets—chasing a stolen brooch, missing sketchbooks, and a cryptic note hinting at stolen creativity. Hidden rivalries and tensions surface. With Persephone the cat by their side, each clue brings them closer to a perilous truth, exposing the dark side of artistic genius.

	 

	 




Prologue

	 

	Little Firling had never needed help keeping secrets.

	They lived in the stone of the old mill, nestled beneath rose trellises, tucked into second scones at the Hare & Hound. And when those secrets grew too heavy to bear, they tended to slip — through misplaced letters, forgotten heirlooms, or the occasional suspicious death.

	In her short time living there, Annabel Lennox Deighton, retired literature professor and recent transplant from Glasgow, had already uncovered more mysteries than most villagers experienced in a lifetime. With her sharp mind, a well-worn notebook, and a cat who refused to be left out of anything, she’d solved a death on the cliffs and uncovered long-buried treasure.

	But the past never stays buried for long in Little Firling.

	Now, spring has brought flowers, festivities... and a gala that will end with a glittering crash.

	Because in Little Firling, murder blooms when no one’s looking.

	And Persephone is always watching.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	It was the kind of evening that dared you to blink.

	Lanterns glowed like suspended stars above the gardens of Everly House, and inside, the ballroom shimmered under the weight of a thousand reflections. Gilded mirrors. Polished marble. Sequins. Ambition.

	The scent of cut lilies mingled with beeswax polish and something faintly metallic — the smell of money, secrets, and heirlooms that had been fought over in court. Velvet drapes muffled laughter and gossip into a kind of conspiratorial hush, like the walls themselves were in attendance, listening closely.

	The strings played soft and slow — the sort of music designed to make you feel wealthy, even if you weren’t. The chandeliers twinkled like they were in on a secret. And the champagne? Breathtakingly dry and impossible to hold on an empty stomach.

	Annabel Lennox Deighton sipped hers anyway. Annabel had once lectured on Shakespearean tragedy at the University of Glasgow — a career marked by sharp analysis, dry wit, and a faculty nickname that translated roughly to “the velvet scalpel.” Retirement hadn’t dulled her instincts. If anything, Little Firling’s quiet veneer offered new stagecraft for her mind: smaller dramas, tighter scripts, but just as much blood beneath the surface.

	She stood near the edge of the ballroom, one eyebrow arched at a topiary that had been shaped, inexplicably, into a swan wearing a powdered wig. A nod to the Versailles theme of the gala, she supposed, though she’d seen fewer wigs and more weaponised gossip.

	“If this is meant to be Versailles,” she murmured, “they’ve taken creative liberties.”

	“Darling,” said Evie Barnes, appearing at her elbow, “they’re nobles. Creative liberties are a lifestyle.”

	Evie had been raised in the village — or more precisely, rescued by it. Her aunt, the late Constance Caldwell, had taken her in from the orphanage when she was six and raised her above the village bookshop with stern affection and endless paperbacks. Evie commuted regularly to Surrey to work as a journalist, sharp-eyed and sharper-tongued, before staying after her aunt’s passing. She now ran the bookshop — and a running commentary on village life — with dry humour that sometimes masked her wariness. She didn’t make friends easily. Annabel had recognised that immediately. And then made herself the exception.

	Their invitation had arrived through a combination of favours and horticulture — Annabel had recently helped re-catalogue the Everly House archive for a family legacy exhibit, and the Little Firling Garden Society had contributed to the event’s flamboyant theme. It had been meant as a community showcase. The Everly family had turned it into theatre.
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