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Magical Mischief

––––––––
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After receiving a mysterious telegram, retired detective Mayra Beeweather, must put aside her gardening and rush to an old friend's aid. But when she arrives at the reclusive village which he calls home, things quickly turn surreal. Her friend has gone missing, along with his entire house!

As Mayra digs deeper into his disappearance with the help of her magical cats, she soon learns that not everything is good in the tranquil-appearing hamlet.

Not only that, but her sudden arrival may have put herself in danger of vanishing as well!
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CHAPTER ONE

––––––––
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“So sorry to bother you, Missus Beeweather, but I have a telegram for you.”

Startled by the voice, I looked up from weeding my rose garden and squinted against the morning sun. It was Mr. Smott, the Postman, standing by the little gate at the end of the footpath. It didn't take a detective to see that the man appeared worried.

Inwardly, I sighed. Telegram? I've never received a telegram at home before, only back when I was a detective at the constabulary. And they'd all been bad news.

For the briefest of moments, I considered asking him to leave; he could deliver it on the morrow, once my roses were in order. But I pushed that hope aside. Bad news delayed only becomes worse over time.

“Very well, Mr. Smott,” I said, taking a good long time pulling myself up to my feet. I'd been kneeling for over an hour. Where had the time gone?

“I brought it straight away, Missus, as it's marked urgent.”

“Is it now?” I said, finally coming to a stand and feeling triumphant with the achievement. How many more of those could I manage before needing a pulley system? Walking over, I took the proffered envelope. It was stenciled with the telegraph company's logo with the slogan: 'Discretion Is Our Motto.'

Whether it was being in the sun too long or perhaps from my advanced years, I stood there several moments staring down at the envelope. A memory sparkled to life from the back of my addled brain. The last time I did get one of these it had been news on the whereabouts of a murder suspect. One of the few who did end up getting away. That had been a trying case; so many hours, so little evidence. I couldn't win them all.

“Missus?” Mr. Smott said, concerned. “Are you okay?”

Blinking out of my dour thoughts, I managed a smile. “Yes, of course. Right as rain, as they say. And it's Miss, if you'd please.”

“Miss?”

“Yes, Miss Beeweather. I'm no longer married.” The envelope felt heavy in my hand and I found I didn't want to open it.

“Oh, really?” Mr. Smott said, suddenly brightening. “I was never certain, but as I've never delivered mail here other than to yourself, I'd always assumed...”

“Assumed what?” I said, perhaps a tad defensively.

The postman blanched, but his hopeful smile remained. “That you were single.”

For several moments, I could only stare at him like a day-old fawn. I recognized that look before, from other men. But those days were far behind me. Yet, I found I couldn't speak, and there we stood, two old relics, wilting under the hot sun. More than memories sparkled to life from the dusty trunk of my mind.

Most of which was too painful to think on.

Finally, I said, “Mr. Smott.”

“Yes, Miss Beeweather?”

“Thank you for the delivery. Now, if you don't mind, I must return to my roses.” I punctuated the rejection with a diplomatic smile.

Mr. Smott's eyelids fluttered in surprise, no doubt hoping for something else. Then, as the gentleman I assumed him to be, he nodded. “Of course. Good day to you.” He tipped his blue cap, adjusted the shoulder strap of his carrying bag, and continued down the path, his walking stick thumping with each step.

I watched him go, and felt a familiar emotion wash through my old bones. Regret.

Sighing, I turned back to resume my gardening when I remembered I still held the telegram. Who on earth could it be from? Mentally running through the list of potential candidates only made me hesitate even more.

A trickle of sweat ran down the back of my neck, causing me to shiver, so I went into the house. Kicking off my gardening shoes, I put on slippers and went into the kitchen.

Tea and biscuits. That's what might help with bad news.

I tossed the envelope onto the table and busied myself for several minutes with the familiar ritual of making tea and nibbling on biscuits. The biscuits were fresh, as I always liked them, straight from the bakery.

Once the tea was ready, I set the pot on the table and sat down. I poured a cup, added a dollop of honey and took my time sipping it. All the while, I stared down at the envelope.

There was no rule stating I had to open it. At least none I was aware of. Just because someone took the time to compose and send one, did not mean the recipient was under obligation to read it.

This ridiculous excuse swirled through my mind until I finished my tea. Eyes darting between the envelope and teapot, I considered both.

With a sigh, I picked the telegram up, and broke the seal. Perhaps it was good news. I've gotten good news before. Not via telegram, mind you, but there's always a first time.

The message was short, and written in hard stencil.

Attention: Mayra Beeweather

From: F.T.A.

Message as follows:

The time is here.

All precautions have failed.

The curtain has fallen.

Come at once.

END.

My mouth fell open as I read the message. Stunned, I read it again several times. Despite the heat of the day, I felt a cold chill run through my soul.

I was right, it was bad news.

Very bad.
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CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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It took me less than an hour to pack, and ready the house for an extended absence. One would think that such things should take longer, but when you have little in your life to begin with, the task is straight forward enough.

After double checking the house's spell-wardings, I locked the front door and went through the gate, my suitcase causing me to totter about like a lost penguin. The bag of cats was safely nestled away within my shoulder satchel. Over the years, and after many adventures, I'd learned to keep it close at all times.

As I made my way down the lane toward the main road, I reread the telegram, still astounded by what it said. FTA. Finnegan Terrance Arbout. He was an associate of mine from years long ago. So long ago, I'd nearly forgotten what he looked like. But it was his mind I remembered best. So curious. So investigative. Together, we'd solved many cases. This was well before I'd joined the constabulary. Just thinking about the vast distance of time which separated me from those days made me sigh. Other than cases to solve, there was a man to desire. A very unique man, at that.

Oh, the possibilities undiscovered.

Arriving at the main road, I plopped the suitcase down and fanned myself. It didn't take the morning sun to make an old woman sweat. All it took were the memories of Finnegan.

When it came to explaining things, Finnegan always got to the point. No verbal dalliances, or wordy subterfuge. A sharp mind didn't have time for such nonsense. So for him to write the telegram the way he did, gave me pause.

But the result was the same. I knew he was in trouble, and he wouldn't have asked for me unless things had taken a bad turn which he couldn't handle on his own.

He needed me.

I admit, it gave my heart a flutter to think that someone, somewhere in this cold little world, had need of me. Perhaps it was foolish to think so. But I had a choice to stay at home, rooting around in my garden, or go help an old friend.

The choice was easy.

Thankfully, my time standing under the hot sun was short, as a buggy came by and offered me a lift. The driver was a turnip farmer on his way to pick up fresh soil near the river. I allowed myself to become distracted from my thoughts and indulged him with conversation about gardening and dirt. It calmed me a little, given how my morning had started.

We arrived at my destination, and he helped me out like a true gentleman. As he drove off, I looked about.

The Westerly Train Station was a single level building which stretched out along the tracks. People bustled about, some with baggage, others waiting for arrivals. A large steam clock hunkered over the roof, showing a time of eleven o'clock.

I hoisted my suitcase and went to the ticket booth. Inside squatted a large man with large jowls, a pair of tiny wire-rim glasses miraculously perched on the wide bridge of his large nose. He mumbled to himself, reading from a parchment.

I cleared my throat. “Eleven thirty to Red Haven, if you would, please.”

“There is no eleven thirty to Red Haven,” he said without looking up.

“Then when is the next one scheduled?”

“Never.”

“Beg pardon?” I said, a little annoyed.

He finally regarded me. “There is no train to Red Haven. Hasn't been for decades. Your best chance is to take an airship to Swifting and try for a connection there.” He nodded behind me and I turned.

High up on a distant hill was an airship platform, safety flags flapping on tethering lines. A large blimp was slowly descending to land and pick up a cluster of passengers.

I shivered. There was no way I was ever getting on an airship. The last time had nearly been fatal and I'd sworn an oath to myself that my feet would always remain firmly planted on solid ground.

I shook my head. “No, that will not do. Is there another way to get to Red Haven?”

Perhaps the man noted how I'd paled at the sight of the airship and took pity on me. There were some advantages to being an old woman, after all. “Very well, let me check the schedules. But I doubt it will be easy.”

“Why is that?” I felt a slight relief. If it came between choosing to take an airship or not helping Finn, I don't know what I'd do.

“Because Red Haven is all but abandoned, or so I understand. Probably why they closed down the line.”

This was disheartening to hear. I wasn't familiar with Red Haven, but knew Finn lived there for decades. For him, his residence there was a duty. One I only partially agreed with.

“Hmm, here we are,” the man said. “You can take the eleven thirty all the way to Trasken Lane. 'Bout four hours. There, you'll have to hire a car or manage a lift to Red Haven. I don't see any transport listed to there at all.”

“Very good,” I said, rummaging for my purse. “One ticket, please.”

Ticket in hand, I went over to a nearby call-box and rang Fairfax at the Constabulary.

“You're going to Red Haven?” Fairfax said when I told him I was leaving. “What on earth for? There's nothing there.”

“I'm visiting an old friend. I believe he's in a spot of trouble and I'm going to help.”

“Old friend?” he said with more than a hint of curiosity.

“Yes, we used to solve cases together, back in the day. The telegram I received from him today has me concerned and he asked me to come.”

“Did he, now? What sort of trouble?”

“I'm not sure. In fact, the message is more than a little vague. I suspect he didn't want anyone to know the specifics. Besides, if he is asking for help then it must be serious.”

“What's this fellow's name?”

“Finnegan Terrance Arbout.” Normally I wouldn't share such details with anyone, but this was Fairfax and the most trustworthy person I knew. Next to Finnegan.

“I'm worried, Miss Beeweather. If this is as serious as you say, then perhaps I should come with you.”

“Nonsense, Fairfax. As a newly minted Detective Constable, you have cases of your own which require your full attention. You shouldn't be racing off with a crazy old woman. Such behavior could get you fired.”

Fairfax chortled. “You're not old.”

“Oh, but I'm crazy, am I?”

This time, he laughed. “Okay, you're right. I can't go with you. This time. But at the very least I'll put a call into the Trasken Lane constabulary and tell them who you are and what you're up to.”

“That's what I was hoping for.” Had I left without telling Fairfax, there would be hell to pay when I got back. It would have been foolish of me not to inform someone.

As I spoke to Fairfax, my gaze fell upon the various buggies and horse-carts pulling up to the station, unloading passengers and goods. All were in a hurry to catch the next train.

A man crossed my line of sight. He was tall with narrow shoulders, and wore a bowler hat. Walking past me, our eyes met. For a brief moment, we looked at each other. Then, he quickly looked away and hurried by.

I watched as he disappeared into the growing throng. There was something about him that was off. My old detective instincts told me as much.

“Miss Beeweather?” Fairfax practically shouted in my ear. “Are you all right?”

“Yes! Sorry, Fairfax. My old mind wondered.” Who was that man, and why did he react the way he did?

“I asked if you would contact me the moment you get into Red Haven. I doubt there's a callbox in the entire place, so send a telegram. You'll arrive late this afternoon?”

“If my trip is uneventful, yes.” In the distance, a train whistle could be heard. “The train is arriving now, I have to go.”

“Please be careful,” he said, and I heard the concern in his voice. He knew there wasn't a chance of convincing me to stay and it bothered him.

We said our goodbyes and I hung up the receiver. Hoisting the suitcase, I hustled my old bones around the station building just as the train was pulling in.

I was pleasantly surprised to find people boarding in an orderly fashion, not jostling and pushing as they do in the Capitol. At least here there was civility.

I politely refused a station conductor's offer to help with the suitcase as I boarded, and shuffled my way down the aisle to my assigned seat. Double checking the number, I plopped down with a sigh. Within minutes, the conductors shouted the last boarding call and the train was soon on the move.

Resting my head back, I closed my eyes. I was far more tired than I cared to admit. Why was energy a gift for the youthful?

I listened to the sound of the train, the chugging of its engine and the churning of its wheels. Was I making a mistake? Should I have simply stayed put, rolling around in my rose garden, sipping honey-tea and munching biscuits?
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