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George Murray-Mooney had been sent to his room with no tea and no telly. It was a fate that often befell George. At the tender age of seven he could do nothing right, whereas his sister Josephine, aged six months, could do nothing wrong. It seemed unfair. He had been asking for a brother for ages and he had waited patiently, only to find out he had a baby sister. When George grew up he was going to change the law so that children were asked if they wanted a sister or a brother. It was far too important a decision for parents to make on their own. And Josephine was the stupidest name that his mum and dad could have chosen from the whole book of names.

Anyway, what use is a baby? It can’t play, it’s sick all the time, it cries, and it makes your very loving mum turn into a dragon.

That’s what George Murray-Mooney thought as he made his way to his bedroom – rather slowly, in the hope that his mum might realise that he was not to blame. Not this time. He hadn’t touched his sister and the jam in her hair wasn’t his doing.

‘George,’ his mum growled from the kitchen. ‘Bedroom.’ That was when George happened to glance into the sitting room. His mum had moved the furniture to one side so that the old Persian carpet could be rolled up and taken to the oriental carpet sale the next day. What George saw made him look again. The Persian carpet was moving. In fact, it was hovering gently back and forth above the wooden floor as if it was building up steam.
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‘Mum!’ shouted George. ‘Come quick – come and see what the carpet is doing.’

‘George,’ said his mum, her voice stern over the wails of his little sister. ‘Do I have to take you to your room myself?’

‘No,’ said George. ‘I just thought you might like to know what’s going on.’

At that moment the carpet began to edge its way towards the French windows, which had been opened to let in the spring air. George decided something must be done. He would stop the carpet from leaving. Mum would be pleased and he might be allowed to watch telly after all. He sat down firmly on it.

‘George,’ shouted his mum again. ‘Why aren’t you in your bedroom?’

‘Because,’ said George, ‘the carpet …’

But he didn’t finish what he was saying, for the carpet and George flew out of the French windows and down the garden path. It looked as if they were about to crash into the shed when the carpet, with George holding on tight, soared into the teatime sky. Below, his mum waved frantically at him. George waved back.
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This, he thought, is much better than being sent to bed with no tea and no telly. This is a proper adventure.
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A week earlier, Mr Flower, the manager of the Red Lion Hotel in Podgy Bottom, had thought nothing of it when the ballroom was booked by a Mr Omar Enzo for a carpet event. It wasn’t unusual for the hotel to rent out the ballroom to people wishing to put on craft fairs, or exhibitions by local artists, or a Christmas bazaar. He didn’t bat an eyelid when he saw the publicity flyers: NEW ORIENTAL CARPETS FOR OLD printed in purple on yellow paper.

It was, thought Mr Flower, as he munched on a carrot, just a gimmick to pull in the punters.

‘Well,’ said Joan, the receptionist, ‘nothing can go wrong with an oriental carpet sale, can it?’

‘Definitely not,’ said Mr Flower, his nose twitching. After what had happened at the Hallowe‘en Ball last year with the mad purple rabbit and the electronic Scary Chicken Legs, the last thing the Red Lion Hotel needed was any more drama. ‘I mean, a carpet is a carpet and that’s all there is to it.’

‘You‘re right,’ said Joan. But she was less sure. ‘Unless it’s a flying carpet.’ She let out a nervous little laugh and quickly added, ‘Which of course, it isn’t.’

 

The day that George was swept off on a magical carpet ride, the phone at the hotel reception desk hadn’t stopped ringing. Everyone had wanted to know if Mr Omar Enzo was serious about his offer of new oriental carpets for old ones.

‘I have a carpet that the cat was sick on – do you think Mr Enzo would swap it for a new one?’

‘My dog has chewed the corners of our Persian rug – do you think Mr Enzo would swap it for a new one?’

‘I have a carpet that my grandfather bought in Morocco and we‘ve kept it in the garden shed – do you think Mr Enzo would swap it for a new one?’

‘I’m sorry but I don’t know,’ said Joan.

She phoned Mr Omar Enzo to ask if he really meant that all old oriental carpets would be swapped for new ones, no matter what state they were in.

‘Any oriental carpet will be perfectly welcome,’ he said.

By teatime that afternoon Joan couldn’t wait for the whole thing to be over. The only trouble was that the sale was due to start at eleven o‘clock the following day, but so far there had been no sign of Mr Omar Enzo or his carpets. Usually people arrived well in advance to transform the ballroom into an art gallery or craft fair. Joan was in a terrible state. She’d tried to phone Mr Enzo again but without success.

Mr Flower was staring idly out of his office window when Joan rang him. It was then that he stopped looking out of the window, which was a pity, because otherwise he would have seen George Murray-Mooney landing in the hotel car park on a flying carpet. He would also have seen the carpet forming itself into a step at one end and George climbing off and watching the carpet whizz up into the air without him.

‘What shall we do if Mr Enzo never turns up?’ asked Joan.
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Mr Flower turned back to the view from his window for inspiration and noticed a small lad waving at something in the sky.

‘Joan – I’ll ring you back,’ said Mr Flower. He opened his window. ‘Is everything OK?’ he called to the boy.

‘Yes,’ said George.

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘At home,’ said George.

‘Did you come with your father? Is he a guest of ours?’

‘No,’ said George. ‘I came on a flying carpet.’

‘How charming,’ said Mr Flower and went out to collect the lad.

Twenty minutes later, Mrs Murray-Mooney was reunited with her son.

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said George. ‘The carpet just took off through the French windows.’

‘He has a very vivid imagination,’ said Mr Flower.

Mrs Murray-Mooney was so pleased to see her son safe and sound that she thought better of saying she had seen him take off. After all, who would believe her? Such magic belongs in fairy tales.
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Emily Vole noticed that something wasn’t right. No, something was decidedly wrong. She wasn’t sure if it was even possible, but somehow a small grey cloud had found its way into Wings & Co, the famous fairy detective agency, and was hovering near the ceiling above the curious cabinets. Every now and again it turned from a whitish grey to a darker grey that threatened rain.

Emily Vole had been left Wings & Co by the late Miss Ottoline String. It was Miss String’s wonderful cat Fidget, a tortoiseshell cat, one hundred and eighty-three centimetres tall with a very good taste in clothes, who had rescued Emily from the dreadful Dashwoods. But that was all in the past. These days Emily lived happily with Fidget, a bad-tempered fairy called Buster Ignatius Spicer, who had been eleven for one hundred years, a magic lamp and Doughnut the dog. Oh, and of course, most important of all, seventeen keys, each with a pair of wings and one single boot.
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Emily was the Keeper of the Keys, and occasionally, when the wind was blowing in the right direction, one of the keys might feel like opening a drawer in the curious cabinets and bringing a fairy back to collect his or her wings. But they spent most of the time lolling about, being waited on wing and boot by the magic lamp, who counted the keys among his closest friends.

The cloud looked lugubrious, which was Emily’s favourite word, a word that sounded exactly like what it meant, a bit down in the dumps in a greyish sort of way.

‘Are you all right?’ Emily asked the cloud, not really expecting the cloud to answer back.

To her surprise the cloud started to change shape until one arm and hand appeared, then another arm and hand, then two legs sculpted from grey fluffy stuff. It went on to make a head, a nose, an eye and a mouth.

‘I’m as right as a grey cloud on a sunny day can be,’ said the cloud. ‘Which is slightly better than a thunderous cloud but not as good as a pink cloud. My greatest wish of all is to be a grey cloud with a silver lining.’

‘Do you have a silver lining?’ asked Emily.

‘Of course I don’t. If I did, I wouldn’t wish for it. What a silly question.’

‘Why are you here?’

‘That is an even sillier question and you know it,’ said the cloud. ‘It also could be seen as a very rude question. Anyone who knows me would be able to tell you straightaway why I’m here. I take it you are not a fairy.’

‘No,’ said Emily with a sigh. ‘I’m not. I’m Emily Vole.’

‘You are the amazing Emily Vole?’

‘I don’t know about amazing,’ said Emily.

‘Maybe you‘re right,’ said the cloud. ‘You can’t be that amazing if you don’t know who I am.’

The cloud became greyer still.

‘Oh dear,’ said Emily. Help was most definitely needed. ‘Would you mind waiting here a moment while I go upstairs and fetch Fidget?’

‘I was wondering when you would get to the point instead of wafting about with no reason at all. It’s Fidget I am here to see.’

Upstairs in the sitting room Fidget was shopping online and he wasn’t best pleased to be interrupted.

‘Not now, my little ducks.’

‘This is important,’ said Emily. ‘I think you should come down to the shop.’

Fidget clicked on the ‘Buy’ button before he meant to.

‘Buddleia and bindweed,’ he said. ‘That’s done it. We’ll just have to see what turns up.’

‘A cloud,’ said Emily. ‘That’s what’s turned up and it’s inside the shop, threatening to rain. And asking for you.’

‘What colour cloud?’ asked Fidget gravely.

‘Grey,’ replied Emily.

‘Grey, very grey, slightly grey or near thundery grey?’

‘There is something of an April shower about it, if you see what I mean,’ said Emily.

‘I prefer pink clouds,’ said Fidget, following Emily down the stairs. ‘All pink, not a smidgen of grey.’

The cloud sat cross-legged on the counter, gathering wisps of itself to keep its shape together.
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‘Bad news?’ asked Fidget.

‘Greyish,’ said the cloud.

It rummaged inside its fluffy folds before bringing out a letter.

‘You‘re a postman,’ said Emily.

‘Do you try to teach her?’ the cloud asked Fidget. ‘Or is she as hopeless as she appears?’

Fidget wasn’t listening. Neither was Emily. The letter was addressed to him and stamped on the envelope were the words VERY VERY VERY URGENT.






 


[image: images]



 



Fidget was many things, but the one thing he wasn’t was secretive – or he never had been up to now. He took the letter to his bedroom to read and Emily heard him lock the door. When he didn’t come down for tea, Emily took his up to him.

‘I’ve made you some fish paste sandwiches,’ she said.

‘Later, my little ducks,’ called Fidget.

Emily could hear that he was on the phone. She longed to put her ear to the door and listen to what he was saying, but that wouldn’t be a polite thing to do. Nevertheless, she was a detective and sometimes detectives had to use any means possible to find out what was going on. This was most definitely one of those moments. The words ‘secret’ and ‘tatton‘ seeped out, and ‘fading’, a word Emily heard again and again. None of it made any sense to her.
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