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      Acclaimed international selling author Richard Freeborn brings another collection of eight eclectic page-turning stories.

      Murder. Betrayal. Rescue. Just three of the stories that propel you from village green to outer space to Asia. Jump back two-thousand years for a compelling historical twist that questions everything you thought you knew.

      Finish with a search that may just offer the chance of something special.
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      Welcome to the second volume of Richard's Ramblings.

      Once again we have an eclectic mix of genres. There's everything in this volume from murder to dark fantasy, science fiction and romance.

      Following the tradition of firsts, the first story in this volume - The Maypole Murder - was the first story I wrote during the story a week for a year challenge. At that time I had written four or five hundred word openings for cozy mysteries for practice but I hadn't written a full cozy mystery story. This seemed like a good opportunity. The story also triggered some other ideas for the characters, and I expect those stories will appear in future volumes.

      I don't remember much about writing The Fiddler of Pentirth, or what prompted it. A Long Journey though, that I do remember. I was watching reruns of The Twilight Zone and decided to try my hand at a Twilight Zone type story. It is one of those stories that formed in my head almost complete, and pushed me all the time I was writing it.

      The idea for Thirteen Spirit came to me after watching Tom Hanks in Apollo 13. That's a movie I have watched many times, and will probably watch many times more. I first watched Apollo 13 in a movie theater, and even though I knew Lovell, Swigert, and Haise landed safely, my fingers were clenched on the seat arm all through the communications blackout. I wasn’t the only person in the theater like that in the theater and there was a huge release of tension when we saw the parachutes deployed.

      I researched and learned a lot about the construction and electrical systems on the space shuttle when I wrote this story. That's knowledge that SpaceX and Artemis have pretty much made redundant in the last few years, but if you have an outpost or colony a long way from Earth, they probably don't get all the latest technology. Maybe that thought will give me a story for a future volume.

      One of the very first short stories I wrote, many many years ago was an alternate history about Guy Fawkes and the Gunpowder Plot to blow up the British Houses of Parliament with the King inside in 1605. Fortunately he failed, and equally as fortunate that manuscript was also lost many years ago. What survived and has grown is my interest in history and what-if? That led to asking the question, what would have happened to Saul if he hadn't been converted on the road to Damascus and become Saint Paul? His letters might give us an insight.

      The next two stories; a thriller and a science fiction story, are two more from the challenge. I don't recall much about them. My memory told me that Just As Much Fun was a very recent story written for a specific magazine. The reality when I checked my spreadsheets is that it came right at the end of the challenge, which is why I need to write notes about these stories more often.

      The final story in this volume - Tragedy and Triumph - is a sweet no-spice romance. Despite the huge popularity of the romance genre from sweet all the way up to racy and erotic, there is almost no market for short romance fiction. Possibly that's because in short romance you don't have the time to fully develop the characters and the romance. Usually the end of the story is the aftermath of the meet-cute and the promise of a happily ever after.

      I don't think I'm spoiling anything if I tell you that Tragedy and Triumph has that promise.
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      The light mist curled damply around the lower branches of the ancient oaks and beeches lining the road that ran alongside the village green. The damp left a heavy dew on grass just turning green after a succession of late winter frosts. Mike Lawrence felt the moisture soak through his lightweight nylon running shoes, chilling his feet, and making him wish he’d decided to stay with his usual morning road run, rather than take the woodland trails that ran all around the village.

      Mike slowed to a walk, his breath coming in foaming gray clouds that merged with the mist and billowed back, clammy across his cheeks and hands, the damp air smelling surprisingly fresh. Ahead of him, in the center of the green, the forty feet of fiberglass flagpole sturdy trunk of length of the flagpole rose out of the mist, the brass topper gleaming in the early morning sun.

      On this first day of May, there would be no flag of St George to raise above the village of Upper Westcote. Instead the flagpole was wrapped and twined with the red, blue, green, and gold ribbons that would form the center piece of the Maypole dances that afternoon.

      As a Minister new to the parish, Mike knew he had to walk a fine line between respecting old agricultural traditions and condoning the re-enactment of supposed pagan practices. It would be an easier line than the one he’d walked in London, and he wasn’t sorry to be away from the crowds, or a bishop who seemed more concerned with the physical benefits of his office, than the spiritual health of his See.

      Directly ahead of Mike in a straight line beyond the flagpole was the church. His church. The solid gray stones had been laid twenty years after the Norman invasion in 1066, ravished by Cromwell’s army during the Civil War, and restored twenty years later along with the second King Charles.

      To Mike’s left, on the north side of the green, the village pub, The Crown, claimed Tudor antiquity, but Mike had seen the parish records and knew that despite the Tudor-looking architecture, the pub had been built in the late nineteenth century. Tony, the landlord was setting up a grill in the front garden, and the aroma of smoking charcoal drifted across the green, the smoke swirling and blending into the mist.

      Other people had begun setting up craft stalls and artist booths, and the low murmur of their conversations added a background hum to the chatter of the sparrows and starlings watching from the trees.

      Mike began walking again, then paused and frowned as two people broke away from their craft stall, walking quickly, then breaking into a run toward the flagpole. Their shapes became blurred and indistinct in the mist, and Mike, with a queasy churn twisting his stomach, had already started running when the first scream shattered the morning calm.

      Mike arrived at the flagpole and took in the body tangled in the colored ribbon the face twisted away from him. He’d find out who it was later, and turned as Tony arrived, wheezing heavily, dropping his hands to his knees and sucking in mouthfuls of air. Mike put a hand on Tony’s shoulder and waited until the big man lifted his head.

      “Get hold of Constable Harland, and then Claire.”

      “I’m already here,” a deep official sounding voice said behind them. “Doctor Morgan’s on her way, although there isn’t much for her to do.”

      The policeman was as big as Tony, both of them several inches taller than Mike’s six feet. Where Tony had let his bulk run to fat, Bob Harland kept himself fit, and had arrived in shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt. There was a sheen of sweat on his arms and face, but he didn’t look out of breath, or shiver as a soft breeze started up and began dispersing the mist.

      “Do you know who it is?” Harland asked Mike.

      Mike shook his head. “I think it’s a woman, but I didn’t get a proper look.”

      Harland nodded, told Tony to keep people away, and gestured at Mike to follow him.

      It was only a few paces to the flagpole and the wind had disturbed the ribbons enough to expose most of the face.

      Her hazel eyes were open, staring past them at the church. The coral pink lipstick on her mouth had smeared across her left cheek and just below her right eye a mottled bruise was partly obscured by the strands of her platinum blonde hair, smeared with something gray. 

      Mike closed his eyes for a second. “Brittany Jones?”

      “Her mother called earlier,” Harland said. “She was worried because Brittany didn’t come home last night.”

      Instinctively, Mike reached forward to brush the hair from Brittany’s cheek, but Harland’s hand gripped Mike’s wrist.

      “Don’t do that. You’ll leave traces to confuse the autopsy and you don’t want to upset Claire.”

      “That he doesn’t,” a soft clear soprano interrupted in a voice only Mike and Harland could hear.

      Claire Morgan was a slender woman, in jeans and knee length brown leather boots. The beige down jacket that covered her upper body made her look larger than she really was. Her chocolate-brown hair curled down over the collar and her rich blue eyes focused on Mike with a genuine smile on her face.

      She reached into the bag on her shoulder, pulled out a pair of nitrile rubber gloves and offered them to Mike. “You can help me while Constable Harland keeps the ghouls at bay.”

      Mike wriggled his fingers into the gloves as Harland moved away, and Claire reached into her bag again for a digital camera and some sterilized bamboo strips. She took a series of photographs before reaching forward with one of the bamboo strips, using it to move gold and blue ribbon. She took more pictures from different angles, then stowed the camera back in her bag.

      She gestured at Mike, lifting several strands of ribbon with her fingers, and gesturing for him to hold them out of the way. He tugged at them, giving Claire a full view of Brittany’s head, neck, and chest, the faint aroma of a perfume coming from her body. Mike felt the aroma tickle his nostrils and fought the urge to sneeze. Chanel, he guessed. It always did that to him.

      As she bent forward, Claire glanced at him. “Not the first dead body you’ve seen?”

      “At least this one’s still in one piece.”

      Her glance was sharp and assessing. “I keep uncovering layers of you, Mike Lawrence,” she said, reaching her gloved hands forward, one to cradle Brittany’s head, and the other carefully touching the neck. “You haven’t scared me off yet.”

      “Scaring you off is the last thing I want,” he said, studying the bruises Claire had exposed on Brittany’s throat and neck.

      “Strangled?”

      “Looks like it.” Claire released her grip on the girl’s head and let it sag gently to one side. She stepped back and checked her watch, then looked over at Harland. “I’d estimate she was murdered sometime between midnight and two-o-clock this morning, but she was killed somewhere else and moved here.”

      Harland nodded. “I suspected as much. The dew was on the ground when I started my run just after five, and there were no footprints on the grass then. At least I have a timeframe to work with.”

      He gestured to Tony who came over, his breathing almost back to normal. “Was Brittany working last night?”

      Tony’s dark eyes flicked a glance toward the body, and his florid face paled. “Yes, but as we were so quiet, I let her leave just after ten-o-clock. She grabbed her bag and said she was heading home.”

      “Good enough,” Harland said, his posture and attitude all official now. “Claire, can you call County General and have them send an ambulance. Mike, I want you to come with me to see Mrs Jones.”

      “Mike gestured at his running clothes. “I’m not exactly dressed for it.”

      “Neither am I, but she deserves to hear the news properly rather than through the gossip mill.”

      
        
        #

      

      

      The conversation with Mrs Jones was as awkward and painful as Mike expected it to be. He stayed with Mrs Jones for over two hours after Harland had left, leaving only when her sister arrived and Mrs Jones stoic acceptance of her daughter’s death finally collapsed into heaving sobs and a flood of tears.

      Mike’s home was a small apartment behind the church. After he had showered and changed, he walked back to the village green, where yellow caution tape had been tied to metal stakes and cordoned off the flagpole. Claire was talking to the driver of the ambulance and as Mike reached the road, she shook hands with the
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