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When a newly released convict drops dead of apparent natural causes, Detective Mayra Beeweather is suspicious. Things are not entirely what they appear, and the circumstances are too strange to overlook.

And when her investigation leads her to a man in the local penitentiary, who is considered the very model of a well behaved prisoner, things get even stranger, still.

But, even with the aid of her Big Bag of Infinite Cats, can she figure out what is going on before someone else drops dead?
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“Detective Beeweather! So kind of you to join us. I see you received my message,” Chief Constable Kyrill said as I entered his office.

“Yes, I did,” I said, removing my satchel and placing it on a chair. “It sounded urgent so I came right away.”

“I understand you procured a buggy. Finally, you’ve joined the modern age,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yes, well, I’d simply gotten tired waving down farmers in their trucks. I was starting to develop a bit of a reputation.”

It was the first buggy I’d ever owned, and cost far more than deemed sane by one used to riding horses or in the back of horse cabbies. But with more and more cases being put in my lap, it was expedient for me to have one, both in time and mobility. The sooner I get to a crime, the faster I can solve it.

Kyrill motioned to the other chair. “Please, sit. Can I get you some tea? The water is newly boiled.”

“Yes, please,” I said and plopped down with relief. Who would have thought the simple act of driving could be so draining, but given my advanced years, such things no longer surprised me. Everything was tiring.

“Dollop of honey, yes?” he said.

“You know me well,” I said, and took the offered cup and saucer. As impressed as I was by his manners, I knew it was all a prologue to something far more serious. “I noticed the bull pen is empty. Is everyone out on investigations?”

“Yes and no. That is part of the reason I asked you here,” Kyrill said, sitting down behind his desk. “There have been developments at the front. Perhaps you’ve already heard.”

“It's hard not to. The newspaper headlines scream of it. But, then, they're always screaming about something.” I wanted to ask which front was in jeopardy this time, but refrained. Kyrill had friends and family in the Pender Guard, and the endless wars were a sore point to discuss. Which made it all the more odd for him to bring the subject up.

Kyrill frowned, his tea forgotten. “As it stands, things are not going well. Worse than usual. As a result, the Auxiliary are being called up.”

“I thought they already had. Several rounds of them.”

“True, but now they are pulling every warm body from the Protection Services they can.”

I thought of the empty bullpen, and my eyes widened. “They took all the constables? No!”

Kyrill’s frown deepened. “Not quite all, but most. Enough that it has directly impacted the Constabulary’s ability to further cases effectively. I’m down to three.” He looked incredibly frustrated.

“Three? But that's absurd. You had, what, a dozen?” I was truly gobsmacked. Stripping constabularies of much needed staff did portent doom. Things must be truly dire at the front.

“I’m down to Maginhart, who I’ve removed from front desk duty and assigned cases, Oswall and Fairfax. I’ve even taken on a case load,” he said, motioning to a pile of folders on his desk. “Which brings me to the reason I’ve asked you here.” His frown morphed into an apologetic smile.

“You don't have to be a first year academy student to see that you are in need of help.” I put my tea down. “What can I do?”

Kyrill let out a sigh of relief, which I found amusing. As if he ever expected me to say something different. “Ah, detective. I’m so glad you understand. You can help by doing what you do best. Investigate.”

He pulled out a case folder, and passed it to me. Opening it showed it had been initiated by Constable Webster. “Webster received a promotion?” I didn’t know he was even interested in becoming a detective. He’d always been content with general flat-foot duties.

“Ah. I had to promote him after the previous muster. He was certainly up to the task. Managed to get most of the beginning steps taken care of for that particular case, but then...”

“He was called to the front,” I finished for him. It was my turn to frown.

Kyrill lit a pipe, something he did when trying to curb his anger. “Yes, a good man. I hope he returns safe. I hope they all do.”

As the chief fumed, I gave the file a quick perusal. A man named Blythe Coppermail had been found deceased on the floor of his rented room. It was first thought he’d dropped dead due to his advanced age, but the room’s proprietor heard Blythe shout out in surprise before collapsing. It was something which needed to be looked into further.

Kyrill pointed his pipe at the case file. “Coppermail robbed an armored bank wagon, some thirty odd years ago. A guard was killed, and both Coppermail and his partner were caught. Coppermail testified that his partner, a man named Olo Bunce, was the killer, which kept him from getting a life sentence. Olo got the full brunt.

Anyways, Coppermail recently finished his sentence at the Capital’s penitentiary, and came here, where he rented a room. Three days later, as of yesterday morning, he was found dead. Or, at least, heard to have died. Webster had the body transferred to the coroner, and did a preliminary observation of the scene. But then...”

“Webster was called up yesterday?”

“Yes, right after all that. He's probably at the front now, poor fellow.” Kyrill puffed furiously.

I noted Coppermail had been sent to the Capital to serve out his sentence, while Olo Bunce was placed in the local prison. It was obviously prudent to keep a testifying witness housed separately.

Kyrill said, “See if Coppermail’s death is simply natural. If so, come back and I’ll be happy to give you another case.” He patted the stack of folders and crooked a grin.

I took my satchel and stood. “Of course, Chief, but for only one good reason.”

“What's that?” He suddenly looked worried.

“You make a fantastic cup of tea.”
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My buggy started immediately, much to my relief. It was a used, older model. The dealer had warned me the engine may require more cranking than usual. The old beast was within my budget and I figured, at worst, cranking the engine would give me much needed exercise.

Pulling out of the nearly empty lot of the Constabulary, I headed to the scene of Coppermail’s death. A rooming house in the outskirts of town, close to Muddy Lane. My first instinct was to see the coroner, but the house was along the way.

As I drove through town, slicing through the morning mist, I felt a mix of excitement and dread. Excitement of being on a case, something which always fired me up. And dread over the possibility some, if not all, of the constables might not return. The factors around my receiving the case were sobering, but I was determined not to lose focus. Kyrill needed my help, and he would get it.

I found the rooming house located off a side road. It was a large, two story structure of antiquated design with chipped paint and cracked windows. At first, I thought the place derelict, and the address Webster wrote was a mistake, until I saw people coming and going from it.

A sign, half-hidden by the front yard’s overgrowth, stated there were rooms to let. And cheap.

No kidding.

I clomped up the porch stairs and found the front door yawning open. Announcing myself, I entered into the foyer.

A harried looking woman appeared out of nowhere, clutching a basket of laundry.

“Yes? Are you interested in a room to let?” she said. Her pulled back hair was wispy and frayed. It looked like I’d interrupted her running a marathon.
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