
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Murder in the Quiet Hours

A Little Firling Mystery – Book Nine

by Belinda Chavremootoo


Dedication

For every cat who ever solved a mystery quietly before the humans caught up. Especially for one.
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Prologue 


[image: ]




Then.

The clock on the wall ticked too loudly.

02:17.

The fluorescent light above the doorway buzzed faintly, the sound barely louder than the shallow breaths that came from the hospital bed.

She was old. That much was clear. Her hands — curled gently over the edge of the blanket — were thin, pale, with paper-soft skin.

But she had been talking yesterday.

Her daughter had come. Brought grapes. They’d laughed, hadn’t they?

She wasn’t supposed to go yet.

The door opened with a whisper.

Someone stepped in — soft shoes. A figure in pale blue scrubs. No rush, no clipboard, no sound except for the careful pull of gloves.

The woman in the bed stirred slightly.

“Shhh,” said the voice, calm and kind.

“You’ve done enough now.”

A cool hand touched her forehead.

“You can rest.”

She didn’t resist. She couldn’t.

The monitor gave a soft tone — a single beep — then silence. Flatline.

The figure stood there for a moment longer, watching.

Then turned off the monitor, wiped the gloves clean, and left the room — without a trace.

The hallway outside was still. No alarms. No voices.

Just quiet.

Too quiet.
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Chapter 1
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The mornings had started to bite.

Annabel wrapped her scarf tighter as she stepped out of Honeystone Cottage, Persephone trotting ahead like a queen who expected the world to rise when she passed. 

The trees along the lane had begun to turn — gold and copper leaves tangled in their own descent. The air smelled of damp earth, and the sky was that soft grey that never really chose a mood.

“Don’t charm the doctors too quickly,” Annabel murmured to the cat. 

“Let them think I’m the one who signed the volunteer form.”

Persephone flicked her tail like she didn’t appreciate the slander.

***
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The hospital smelled of antiseptic and over-washed sheets.

There was noise at the reception desk — phones, keyboards, the soft shuffle of heels — but deeper inside, the corridors hushed. Not in reverence, but in routine. 

The kind of quiet that settled in long ago and never left. Monitors beeped softly behind closed doors. 

A cart of meal trays clattered too loudly as it turned a corner too fast, and a nurse swore gently under her breath before righting it.

Annabel was guided to the children's ward — a sun-painted corridor filled with faded kites and lopsided butterflies. 

The soft hum of an aquarium echoed down the hall, its light casting green shimmer onto the linoleum floor.

“They’re a mixed bunch,” said the nurse. “Recovering surgeries, some with autoimmune disorders. One or two oncology cases. Ages six to twelve, mostly. Bright as anything.”

Annabel nodded, fingers tightening slightly on the book in her hand.

***
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Back in the village, Evie had been the one to push her into this.

“You need purpose,” she’d said.

“Or at least someone small and sticky to ask you strange questions about frogs.”

She hadn’t said why she was so certain.

But earlier that morning, Annabel had passed her in the bookshop — Evie holding a framed photo, half-dusted. A woman in her fifties smiled from beneath a sunhat, surrounded by foxgloves.

Evie hadn’t spoken. Just set it back on the mantle a little too carefully.

“She died this time of year,” she’d said after a moment.

“Every fall smells like her garden.”

***
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The children embraced her like they’d been waiting all week. A boy with a bandaged leg offered her his blanket. A girl with a shaved head showed her the stuffed rabbit she’d named after the hospital janitor. One with braces on both legs asked if Persephone ate books.

Persephone blinked at him and nestled into his lap like she'd always lived there.

Annabel read two stories, then one more.

It felt... good.

Strange, but good. A kind of peace she hadn’t expected to find again.

***
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Later, as they walked back through the hallway, a trolley of linens rushed past, rattling too fast, too loud. Annabel stepped aside, and a nurse murmured a quick apology.

And then, just as they reached the doors to the lift, a quiet voice behind them said:

“You’ve got a lovely way with them.”

Annabel turned, but no one was there.

Just silence.

And the soft beep of a monitor behind a half-open door.

***
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Outside, the air was crisp and dusky, the scent of autumn leaves curling in the wind. Persephone leapt into the passenger seat of the car without protest — her weekly ride back from what she clearly considered “her audience.”

Annabel smiled faintly as she started the engine.

“You’re becoming quite the celebrity,” she murmured.

But the smile faded as her thoughts drifted back — not to the children laughing or listening or asking absurd questions — but to the two she hadn’t seen today. One had been transferred. The other... she wasn’t told.

And there was something about the room across the hallway — that monitor tone.

The flatness of it.

She shook it off.

But not all the way.

***
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She didn’t know when the hospital visits had become a rhythm — or why she’d come to need them. She told herself it was about giving something back. Finding structure. Balance.

But there was more to it.

Those children, especially the ones with the thinnest wrists and bravest eyes — they lived harder in a single hour than some adults did in a lifetime.

And Persephone? She knew.

She curled against the weakest ones. Nuzzled the scared ones.

And she always looked back over her shoulder before they left — like she was making sure nothing stayed behind that shouldn’t.
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Chapter 2
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That night, Evie came for dinner.

The kitchen at Honeystone Cottage was warm and full of rosemary and slow-roasted vegetables. Persephone wound between chairs like a furry satellite. The fire crackled in the grate, low and soft.

“You’re spoiling me,” Evie said, shrugging off her coat.

“I was fully prepared for tea and toast.”

“You get soup, fresh bread, and second-hand affection from my cat,” Annabel replied. “Accept your blessings.”

They ate quietly at first. A soft kind of quiet. Comfortable. Familiar.

“How was today?” Evie asked finally, reaching for another slice of bread.

Annabel told her about the girl who wanted to be an astronaut, and the boy who asked if she could bring books about dragons next time. She didn’t mention the empty bed. Or the monitor.

“It’s strange,” she said at last. “I didn’t think I’d feel... needed.”

“They do that to you,” Evie murmured. “Kids. They make you want to try harder.”

There was a beat of silence, then Evie picked up her wine glass, turning it between her hands.

“My aunt used to say children were the only ones honest enough to tell you what you are.”

“She once told me I was a wild weed with too many thorns.”

“Then she handed me gardening gloves and said to make peace with myself.”

Annabel watched her carefully.

“You were close.”

“She was the only one who wanted me.” Evie blinked, quickly. “The only one who didn’t expect me to be someone else.”

“It’s been...” she trailed off. “Ten years this week.”

Annabel reached for the bottle, refilling her glass. Persephone leapt softly into Evie’s lap, as if she'd been listening the whole time.

“She’d like that you remember her with wine,” Annabel said gently.

Evie smiled. “She liked her reds.”

Then quieter: “I wonder what she’d think of me now.”
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