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Chapter 1
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"Well, Nimnal! Would you look at that!" Mabel's bottle-glass-covered eyes bugged out. Binoculars aimed at the moving truck that had pulled up to the old Monteith place. It had been years since anyone had lived there. Most people stayed away, given the history of the place. 

She had been out in the yard of her little cottage, cleaning up some flower beds, when she heard voices carrying on the wind through the trees. She couldn’t make out what they were saying because it was too far away for that, but people were speaking.  Her little cottage was the only other home in the area for quite a distance in any direction from the old house.  Upon hearing the voices, she immediately went inside her little cottage to grab her binoculars to scan the area beyond the fence line.

There was an overgrown swamp and a thin treeline between her cottage and the house. A path at the bottom side of her garden wound through the edge of the swamp, into the trees and over to the Monteith’s house.  Years ago, it had been the trail her mother had used to get to work.  

With the help of her trusty spyglasses, as she called them, Mabel was able to make out the moving van in the driveway in front of the house and what must have been the movers lugging boxes to the front porch.

"I wonder, what kind of people would want to live in that old thing? I mean, I used to keep it up quite well, even after everything happened, but I admit I haven’t spent as much time there as I probably should have." She said to Nimnal, her little dragon companion.

Mabel had lived in the caretaker’s cottage on the edge of the property since she was a girl. Her mother, Yvette Lillipar, had been the head cook to the Monteiths, the original owners of the old house. Over time, Yvette and Mrs. Monteith, Abagail, had become friends. Her mother wasn’t just the cook. She was also a confidante and apothecary. 

The caretaker cottage and a small portion of land had been severed from the main property and gifted to her mother to thank her for her service after she had been serving the Monteiths for a few years. Her mother had loved the little cottage and had always been grateful to Abagail and her husband, Thomas, for their generosity. 

Mabel had been about twenty when things had started to get strange at the Monteith's home. You see, the land that the Monteiths owned was unique. Very special. It sat on a junction of several major ley lines. Ley lines are geographical lines that crisscross the globe.  To anyone who may have drawn them out or followed them on a map, they appeared to be a system for marking specific locations, like important building monuments or marking where there were significant naturally occurring land formations. These monuments and natural phenomena held the lines in a pattern that kept the balance of all life-giving energy on the planet. 

The junction points where ley lines meet are areas of highly concentrated energy that a few people can tap into. The Monteiths were just such people, as was her mother. To Mabel, it was perfectly normal. Some would call it magic. She had grown up knowing the land's secrets and how to tap into the energy and communicate with magical creatures, like fairies, elves, or dragons, that often flocked to these junction points. 

Nimnal had been a fledgling when his mother, a beautiful blue water dragon, had arrived at the Monteiths. At that time, the ley lines were being threatened, although Mabel hadn’t understood much about what was happening back then. Something about a natural formation hundreds of miles away from their little town was going to be destroyed to make room for the construction of a massive modern building, and if the building were constructed, it would shift the energy forces from the ley lines. It also threatened the planet somehow, but Mabel hadn’t really understood why. 

The ones responsible for all of this upheaval were not only focused on that building but also wanted to destroy the Monteiths' house and its occupants to take over the ley lines that ran through the property. A battle was brewing, and the Monteiths were at the forefront of defence. Magical creatures began joining them from near and far to help stave off the enemy.  

Mabel had only recently started working for the Monteiths, tending the gardens. Her mother had tried to keep her out of the magical goings-on.  One day, a fight started in the old house's yard.  She remembered she had been putting away some tools in the garden shed when she saw her mother, with Abagail Monteith, throwing vials of some green concoction at unseen attackers. 

Nimnal had snuck up behind Mabel, where she hid in the shed, watching through a crack in the wooden boards. She had turned, startled by his presence, to look at him when, at that moment, her whole world got turned upside down. 

All noise outside ceased. Everything had gone quiet. And no one. Not one person or creature was to be seen. It was as if they had vanished from existence. 

The local authorities searched for weeks, months, even years. It remains a mystery to this day. Many thought that Mabel had something to do with the disappearances, but there was no proof. Slowly, things around the estate had started to return to normal...well, as normal as they could on a magical piece of land at the edge of a bustling town. 

Until today.

“Oh, tosh,” Mabel exclaimed. “I almost forgot. We are supposed to see Dorry for tea.  Come on, Nimnal. We certainly have something new to discuss today, don’t we?” Spyglasses in hand, Mable headed back to the cottage to grab her bag, and together, they headed over to Dorthea’s for an afternoon tea and chin wag. She took the path that skirted the town of Redpath until she came to the back garden gate of her friend’s home.  The whole walk over, she tossed around the possibilities of who the new owner might be.

She couldn’t help but wonder.  To her knowledge, the Monteiths had no children or relatives. Now, in fairness, Mabel had not been all that interested in the Monteiths or their goings on.  Her mother was friends with Abagail, but they had no children, so Mabel was often left to her own devices.  She would go for long walks in the surrounding woods, spending time with the animals and fairy folk that inhabited the area. It had never occurred to her to ask questions about such things.  It had to be someone who understood the importance of the house.  She just hoped it wasn’t one of the ones responsible for the disappearance of her mother and the rest of the defenders.

She was so lost in thought she almost walked right past the entrance to Dorothea’s. Mabel opened the gate and marched into the flower-filled yard.  

To most, the yard would have looked disorganized, but it had taken a lot of patience and planning for the gardens to look as natural and organic as they did.  Dorthea had quite a green thumb.  

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Dorry. Did you not hear a word I said?" Mabel practically shouted. She and Nimnal had arrived to find Dorthea and Dax in the middle of an impromptu photo shoot of all things!

"Posh Mabel! I heard ya just fine. I'm old I'm not deaf." Her eyes crossed, and she giggled as Dax climbed on top of her head, bent forward, and flicked his tongue at her nose. She plucked Dax off her head and dropped him unceremoniously on the ground. Nimnal took that as his cue to start a rousing game of hide-and-seek. 

The two friends watched as their dragons ran off to play together. Then they linked arms and made their way to the little patio seating where Dorthea had a pot of tea waiting. 
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Around the same time that Nimnal had entered Mabel's life, Dorry had found Dax. Where Nimnal was a water dragon, Dax was an earth dragon. It never was clear how he came to be found in her yard. They guessed he had been chasing something and had climbed the nearby tree, trying to get over the hedgerow that bordered the property.

Dorry was what the inhabitants of Monteith called a normie. She had no magical abilities at all. None. Finding a dragon had been a bit out of her wheelhouse. Dax had been injured, and she hadn't the slightest idea what to do. She had heard the rumours of the people who lived at the Monteith house. She had also heard of their recent disappearance. But Dax was injured, and it wasn't like she could take him to the local vet. Dr. Pauly would have had a fit! So, she had wrapped Dax up in a blanket and had marched out to the little cottage on the edge of town to talk to the mysterious Mabel Lillipar. 

It had only been a week since The Disappearing, as they would later come to call it. Mabel had been lonely, and when she heard the knocking on the cottage door, her first thought was that the constables were there to arrest her, proof or no proof.

She had opened the door, saying, “I have told you before I don’t know what happened.” Mabel hadn’t finished her speech because she had been dumbfounded at seeing a stranger outside, a stranger who was carrying a mysterious bundle.

“I’m sorry.  I thought you were someone else.” She had said.

Dorthea had responded simply by pushing her way past Mabel, marching to the little dining table on the far side of the open room, and carefully depositing her bundle.  She removed the blanket to reveal a small dragon about the size of a large house cat. It was injured and in pain.

“Look, I am sure you have many things going on right now, but I found this,” Dorothea said, pointing to the bundle, “and I have no idea what to do. The only person I could think of was, well, you.”

Mabel stared at this strange person who had just strolled in like she had owned the place. Once the shock had worn off, she walked over to the little dragon and began to examine him. She made a poultice, wrapped a wound, provided instructions for Dorthea to follow, and told her to come back in a day or two so she could check on him.

At first, the two interacted strictly on a service basis. After several visits, they had become more comfortable with each other.  Within a few weeks, the two were well on their way to becoming the best of friends. And so were their dragons.  They have remained friends ever since.

Mabel snapped back to the present as her friend began to grill her.

"All right, tell me again what you saw and why you are so bloody concerned about having new neighbours. Slowly, this time." Dorry said as she poured them both a generous cup of her spiced apple tea. 

Mabel began to repeat her tale of how she and Nimnal had seen movement out at the old home and how, upon grabbing her trusty binoculars, she had watched as the moving truck pulled up and started unloading. "I didn't see the new owners, only the movers. I waited but remembered our tea today. I think the new owners might be coming later. I'm not sure what to do."

"Well, what is the problem? Surely, you didn't think a property like that would stay empty forever and forever. I know it has a history, but I'm honestly surprised someone hasn't snatched it up before now." Her eyes narrowed as she noticed her friend chewing on her bottom lip as if trying to decide whether to say something. "Unless, of course, there is another reason it's been empty for so long. Mabel?"

"Well..." Mabel started hesitantly. 

“Well, what?” Dorry asked. She sounded just like a teacher scolding a student, probably because she had been a teacher during her working years.

"The house has to allow a new owner," Mabel answered quietly.

"Mabel Lillipar! You knew about this the whole time? Do you mean the house itself is magic?" Dorthea stared at her friend open-mouthed. Not being a magically inclined person, there were still things, even after all these years of friendship, which shocked her.

"Kind of." Mabel squeaked. "But it's been so long. I honestly didn't think the house would let anyone in ever again!" 

"I can see why you are concerned." Dorry took a long sip of her tea, savouring the sweet cinnamon taste.  Then she firmly put her cup down, looked at Mabel, and said, "There is only one thing to do then. You need to go and introduce yourself." She said with complete confidence.

Mabel gave her friend the, you-just-grew-an-extra-head look.  "Are you daft?" Exclaimed Mabel. "Introduce myself? Just walk right up and say what? Hi, I'm Mabel. I used to be a friend of the old owners. Did you know your house is magical? Can you tell me why it chose to allow you to move in?"

"Of course, you don't say that ninny! Just go over, bring one of your pumpkin pies, and welcome them to the area. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy." She said as she put her teacup down with more force than necessary this time.

Mabel just looked at Dorthea, speechless. It wasn’t a horrible idea. 

At that very minute, Dax came charging across the lawn, followed by a surprisingly quick Nimnal right on his tail. The pair were coming in hot, and it was clear they weren't going to stop in time. Sure enough, they crashed headlong into the little patio set, sending tea and cakes flying in all directions. All conversations of strangers and magical houses ended abruptly.

“Nimnal! Dax! Stop this instant!” Dorry hollered in her very best schoolteacher voice. The two dragons came to an abrupt halt, both knowing full well they were about to get in trouble, and neither of the rascals feeling the least bit sorry.
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"Oh, for pity's sake! Someone really should fix these stones. Bugger it. Now my pie is ruined." Mabel had decided to take Dorthea's advice. After helping Dorry clean up the dynamic duo's mess, she headed home to bake a welcome-to-the-neighborhood pie. 

Dorthea had suggested using a potion ‘or what-not’ to help loosen the new owners’ tongues, perhaps making them more amenable to spilling the beans as to why they were interested in an old, empty house in the middle of the woods.  Mabel always laughed at Dorthea for some of her suggestions. Even after all these years, she couldn’t grasp some of the simplest magical things.

Mabel had adamantly told her she would do no such thing.  Magic was to be respected. It wasn’t a toy used to get whatever you wanted. If she started playing around like that, why she would be no better than the creatures who had started the fight with the Monteiths all those years ago.  To put it in terms Dorry would understand, it was just bad juju.

While the pie had been baking, Mabel had showered to get some of the stickiness from the dragons-gone-wild incident out of her hair. She had put on her only good dress...really, what did she need more for? It wasn’t as though she ever went out on the town. This, at least, had given her an excuse to get a little more dressed up than usual. She even put on a tiny bit of make-up. 

“No sense introducing yourself looking like a rag-a-muffin. Right Nimnal?”  Not that he cared one bit about what she was doing.  He was so tuckered out from the play with Dax he was snoring away in the corner. 

When the pie finally cooled enough to hold without burning her fingerprints off, Mabel took one final look at herself in the mirror by the front door. She had instructed Nimnal to stay put and behave, and then she headed over to the old Monteith place, hoping to meet the new owner and size them up. 

Making her way along the narrow path that led to the big half-circle driveway in front of the old two-storey house, she was wondering again who her new neighbours were.  She walked up the three front steps of the large wrap-around porch and, balancing the pie in one hand, knocked as loud as she could on the ornate mahogany door.  The doorbell had never worked.  

No one answered the front door, so Mabel decided to walk around the side of the house. Maybe the backdoor would prove luckier. Of course, as she rounded the side of the house, she tripped over a loose stepping stone in the path and promptly dropped the pie and banged up her knee. 

“Bloody bugger it.” She burst out.

"May I help you?" A deep tenor voice rumbled from across the side courtyard. 

Mabel had just managed to pull herself up and dust herself off when she turned to see a handsome gentleman who had been examining the rose bushes. The ones that once used to produce delicate award-winning blossoms.

Her mouth made a little 'o' shape before she could control her expression of surprise. She cut short her response when she saw what appeared to be a dragon hiding amongst the roses. The stranger cleared his throat.  Mabel shook her head and turned her gaze to the handsome man standing before her.  

He was approximately her age, early sixties she guessed.  His white, wavy hair was slightly longer than perhaps was fashionable. A neat mustache and short beard adorned a mouth turned up at the corner in a half grin. His hazel eyes danced with mischief.  He was oddly attired, however. A white, flouncy shirt with billowing sleeves and a tight blue and gold vest gave him the air of a pirate without the dangerousness. Truly a very interesting stranger.

"Beg your pardon, sir. I was looking for the new owners. Would you happen to know where I might find them? I have..." Mabel looked down at the squished pie and said, "Had a pie for them to welcome them to the area."

The gentleman's amused expression softened, and the corner of his mouth lifted further. "Well, it seems you have found them. The name is Albert Monteith. And you are?"

Monteith? He was a Monteith? But how? This was not what she had been expecting at all.  She realized he was waiting for her response. "My name is Mabel Lillipar. I live in the cottage on the far side of the property. My mother used to work here for the previous owner. Your relatives?" She questioned awkwardly.

As if the situation couldn't get more awkward, Nimnal burst through the trees coming from the direction of home. He ran straight past Mabel. Straight past the stranger. Straight into the prized roses. The roses danced on their thorny branches.  A flurry of tiny birds that must have been nesting came flying out, twittering angrily.  The bushes themselves rocked back and forth as if they would be uprooted.

"Nimnal! Get back here!" Mabel screamed.  

What happened next was right out of a comedy. A large air dragon burst through the rose hedge, eyes wide with fear, wings pulled in close to its body. Tail cutting a swathe behind it as it ran in circles around the courtyard with a very exuberant Nimnal nipping at its back legs. He was playing tag. With an air dragon easily thrice his size! 

"Nimnal Lillipar stop this instant!" Mabel yelled with such authority that the large beast stopped dead in its tracks, causing Nimnal to crash unceremoniously into its backside. Nimnal just shook himself off and trotted over to Mabel as if he had been out for a leisurely stroll instead of causing all holy hell to break loose.

"That is enough from you." Turning to her new neighbour, she looked mortified. "I sincerely apologize for Nimnal's behaviour. He meant no harm. He was simply playing." 

However, embarrassment gave way to realization, and Mabel looked at the stranger with new eyes. "You did say you were Albert Monteith? I assume a relative of the original Monteiths? You must be if you have a dragon, especially an air dragon."

The white-haired, dapper gentleman nodded. "Indeed. Guilty as charged. And you are the daughter of Yvette Lillipar. My brother regularly wrote me letters about how my sister-in-law and your mother had become inseparable companions."

“Brother? Dragon? You knew about my mother?” Mabel was so confused.  How could she not have known?  How had she not known about this mystery man in twenty years of being around the Monteith family?

"I am. Yes, an air dragon. Her name is Helena." Another look of amusement crossed his face.

"And you are moving in." It was more a statement than a question, but Albert answered anyway.

"I am."

"Hmm. Well, then. I guess this pie is for you. Welcome to the neighbourhood." Mabel said, too stunned to make much sense at this precise moment.
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Albert took the misshapen pie from Mabel and headed into the house via the back entrance. At the door, he stopped to look back at her. She was lost in thought, a million miles away.

“Ahem.  If you would like to join me for a piece, I was just about to come in for a snack. I wouldn’t mind the company.” 

And Mabel wouldn’t mind some answers.  “That would be wonderful.”  She turned to Nimnal and, very firmly, said, “As for you, sir, you can march right back to the house and wait for me to get home.  I won’t be long.”  Nimnal at least managed to look somewhat ashamed.  He hadn’t meant to upset anyone.  Helena stuck out her tongue at the smaller dragon. She felt pretty satisfied that he had been reprimanded and was being sent away.  That didn’t go unnoticed by her person, however.

“As for you, Helena, you can clean up the mess you two made, and then you can wait in your room as well.” The air dragon did not seem pleased that she was being punished but hung her head and nodded.  Albert turned to his guest and motioned for her to follow him inside.

The back door opened into a small mudroom led into the pantry of the massive kitchen.  Mabel remembered the smells that used to greet her when she came to help her mom.  Yvette Lillipar had been widowed early in her marriage. Shortly after she was born, Mabel’s father, Henry, had disappeared mysteriously one night. Never to be heard from again.  Yvette had needed to find a way to feed her daughter, and she had approached the Monteiths, offering her services in whatever capacity they needed.  It ended up being a perfect match for both families.  

Her mother had started in the kitchen as the head cook after making the most mouthwatering shepherd’s pie the Monteiths had ever eaten.  From there, she became an apothecary to the family and then Abagail’s friend.  Mabel didn’t interact much with Thomas Monteith, Abagail’s husband.  For some reason, he was always a bit standoffish around Mabel and her mother.

The kitchen brought back so many memories of her mother that Mabel found herself tearing up.  Albert noticed the wistfulness and tried his best to distract her wayward thoughts.  “Well, Ms. Mabel.  Do pull up a seat.  Would you like some coffee or tea with your pie? Or perhaps you would prefer something stronger?”

Mabel shook off the cobwebs with a bit of a forlorn smile.  Memories were still dancing around the edges of her senses. “Oh, please don’t go to any trouble on my account.  A slice of pie is plenty.  Just a sliver, please.” Why she was suddenly self-conscious she wasn’t sure.  She was well past the stage of being smitten by a gentleman, regardless of how handsome he might be. And he was. Very handsome. 

“How do you like your tea?” Albert asked for the second time.  Mabel felt her face grow warm.  She had completely missed what he had said and couldn’t believe she had been caught daydreaming. 

“I do beg your pardon.  Being here again seems to be making me a bit nostalgic.” Great save, she thought to herself. “Just cream, if you don’t mind. Unless it’s flavoured tea.  In that case, nothing.”

The corner of Albert’s mouth tipped up in a half grin, “It’s a simple Earl Grey.  Nothing fancy.” He neatly poured the cup and added just a hint of cream, then proceeded to cut a tiny sliver of the pie and placed both on the counter in front of Mabel.  He stood on the opposite side of the counter, alternatively sipping his tea and munching on a somewhat healthy piece of the pie.  His gaze was intense, as if he were somehow trying to size her up.  It was making her a little uncomfortable.

“So, Albert. How is it that you haven’t been back here since your family’s disappearance?” Mabel studied her near-empty plate, pushing some crumbs aside.  She hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but he was seriously making her squirm.  It was almost forty years since they all, her mother included, had disappeared. What could have kept him away so long?

Albert paused, trying to decide the best way to respond. He could understand her curiosity.  He would feel the same in her position. She had stopped playing with her food and was staring directly at him.  He felt like a bug under a microscope, being studied as a weirdly fascinating object.  He cleared his throat and carefully began to tell the story he had hoped he wouldn’t have to repeat.

“As you are aware, Thomas was my brother.”

“I wasn’t until you mentioned it earlier, but go on.”

“Ahem. Yes.  Well, Thomas was my brother.  We had the same father but different mothers.  When we were little, I can remember we spent a lot of time together.” Albert’s look was distant as if he were watching a movie somewhere far away.  “I am not sure what happened, but one day I woke up, and Thomas and his mother had left in the middle of the night.  My father and I never knew exactly what had happened. He spent many years trying to find the two of them. He couldn’t believe she would just up and leave without an explanation.

I remember my stepmother had been very different from most people.  She was what father called a rare beauty.  She was taller than most women.  Her hair shimmered like silver in the moonlight.  She was always soft-spoken, but her voice sounded like the whisper of the wind in the trees, and she smelled of moss and woodland flowers.”  Albert paused again to take a sip of his tea.  “Are you sure you want to hear this tale?”

Hear it? Mabel was now perched on the edge of her seat, staring at him as a child does when listening to a bedtime story. She nodded for him to continue.

“Very well. If you insist.  Where was I? Oh yes.  Father had always called her his woodland princess.  Thomas was their child.  He was my younger brother.  My mother had passed away in childbirth, and I had never known her.”

Mabel’s heart broke for him.  To lose your own mother was bad enough, but to lose the woman who had raised you like her own and your sibling...How that must have cut him through to his very soul!  She resisted the urge to jump up and hug him.

Gauging his audience, Albert continued his tale. “My father did finally find her and Thomas.  They had come here to this house.  My father brought me here once he had found them.  His hope was, I think, that if she saw me, she might feel guilty enough to come back.  I remember seeing Thomas for the first time again.  We snuck off for a minute to reacquaint. Five years had passed. I was so angry with his mother for taking them away.  Thomas kept telling me it was for the best, but he would not tell me why.  I remember demanding he tell me, but he stood firm and would not say anything.  Teenage boys can be very stubborn when they want to be.”

Albert took a break and offered another cup of tea.  Mabel nodded acceptance without realizing it and began to sip her fresh cup of brew. “Go on. Please.  I still don’t see why you have waited so long to return.” Although I think I have an idea, she thought to herself.

“Yes, well, my talk with Thomas went about as well as my father's talk with his mother. Before I knew it, my father was yelling at me to say my goodbyes as he was ready to leave without the rest of the family.  The look on Thomas's and his mother’s faces is etched in my memory.  They both looked so sad and hurt.  It would be years before I finally understood what had happened.  Fifty to be precise.”  Albert waited for the math to register with Mabel.

Fifty years?  That would mean... “Fifty? You mean you only just learned that they had disappeared?”

Albert nodded.  “I wasn't willing to give up on Thomas like my father had.  I wanted my brother.  I loved him.  I decided to stay in touch with him after the visit.  I secretly wrote to him about everything in life except for what had happened.  I tried to trust that whatever the reason was for them leaving, it had to have been important.  After ten years of corresponding that way, missing out on my stepmother’s funeral, my brother’s wedding, and burying my father alone, I decided to broach the subject with Thomas once more.”  Albert hadn’t touched his cup. He stood stirring the lukewarm liquid absentmindedly.  

“I wrote to Thomas and asked him again what had made his mother and him leave all those years ago.  I begged him, after all these years, to tell me the truth. He sent me a letter back. One that I couldn’t believe.  I thought he was playing a cruel joke.  I was angry.  I didn’t believe anything he had written, so I cut off all ties with my brother.  I decided not to think about him or this place ever again.  I started to travel.  I kept my old home as a stopover.  At first, letters were always waiting for me when I returned from my trips.  I never answered any of them. I never even opened them.  Over the years, the letters became fewer and further between.  When they finally stopped, I took it as a sign that my brother had given up.”

Mabel thought about his story.  Something wasn’t right. “You said your brother had written about me and my mother often.  If you never read the letters and you lost touch with your brother, how did you know who I was.”  She put her teacup down with a bit more force than she intended and tried to guess if she could outrun him to the door if he were lying and was indeed an imposter.

“I did not lie.  As happens when we get older, I began to get nostalgic.  I wondered what my brother might have written in his other letters and why he had stopped.  I hadn’t read his letters, but I also hadn’t thrown them away.  I began to read everything.  All the years of correspondence.  I re-read his first letter again. The one that had made my younger self believe he was playing a game with me.”  He shrugged his shoulders, looking almost apologetic, “I tried to reach out, to tell him that I believed him and was sorry for being such a stubborn fool.  That is when I found out that he was gone. In one of his last letters, he gave me his lawyer's contact information. I got a hold of the lawyer and discovered that Thomas, Abagail, and your mother had all disappeared. Years ago. And that I was the sole inheritor of the estate.”
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Mabel sat digesting the whole story, replaying it over and over in her mind. She wasn’t entirely sure she trusted him, but she also didn’t mistrust him. Her gut told her there was more to the story than he was telling her. He returned to eating his pie and sipping his now-cold tea. She wished Dorthea were here. Her intuition was surprisingly accurate for a normie. 

Oh. That’s what it was! If his story were true, that would also make Albert a normie. And if Albert were a normie, how could the house have accepted him?  And what was he doing with an air dragon? Air dragons were notorious for the company they kept.  They were the elite of the dragons, at least in these parts.  Now, she really began to question his intentions.  For all she knew he could be one of the dark forces come to finish what was started forty years ago.

“You say that Thomas sent you letters.  Do you have these letters?  May I read them?” Ha. If he was lying, she was going to catch him in it for sure.

“Certainly. I would be happy to share them with you.  I just put the box of letters in the library this morning. As you can see, I am still moving in.”  He swept his hand around the room at the half-unpacked kitchen.  “Follow me, and don’t mind the mess.”

A small part, a very small part of her, felt guilty for intruding when he hadn’t even finished getting settled in.  The other part of her was screaming for more details.  And that teeny tiny part in her heart that had never fully healed from the disappearance of her mother hoped that maybe there might be a little something that would give her a clue as to what might have happened all those years ago.  

Albert put the leftover pie in the fridge and dropped the dishes into the sink to clean later.  Then he turned toward the door opposite the one they had entered and led the way into the hallway.  Mabel followed, again consumed by memories.  She could hear Mr. Monteith, Thomas, playing on the piano in the front room.  The sound of the Beetles “Let It Be” ringing in the air.  Her mother and Abagail were squirrelled away in the library across the hall, usually cooking up some sort of recipe for a healing potion, which they would later take to the mixing kitchen, also known as the laboratory, in the basement.  The mixing kitchen was a very special room.  That was where her mother would make the potions they came up with and test them. 

She stopped at the end of the hallway. Between the library and the front room was the front door to the house and the staircase, with its ornate banister, leading to the upper rooms. She glanced into the front piano room, half expecting to see sunlight pouring in and the tall, dark-haired figure of Albert’s mysterious brother sitting and playing.  

Shaking her head she turned and followed Albert into the dim library.  The drapes were pulled closed, and he only had the small desk lamp lit.  The light that tried to break through around the edges of the heavy curtains didn’t make a dent in the dreariness.  Without thinking, Mabel made a beeline for the window and began pulling the heavy damask back out of the way to allow as much light as possible. She didn’t ask permission.  She instinctually did it.  When the Monteiths were in residence, no window was left covered until nightfall.  Sometimes, not even then.  

Albert stood staring at her, amused by her actions, as if she had every right to come into this house and do as she pleased.  He supposed it was because she had grown up here and was acting on some visceral level.  She wasn’t concerned about his preference. However, he did admit that it helped to wash away some of the gloom from being in this empty house.

Standing at the desk, he picked up one of the smaller boxes tied with a piece of simple twine and placed it front and centre. Searching the desk drawers, he found an old pair of scissors and cut the string away. He pulled a neat stack of envelopes out of the box. Mabel noticed that each one had been carefully opened with a letter opener and that there was a number in the upper corner of all of them.
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