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introduction




My loyal readers will know that
most of my novels are “cozy mysteries,” the kind of light-hearted
murder-puzzles that leave out the gore and focus on the puzzle—and
the relationships among the characters. Most of these stories fall
into the cozy category, but others are more adventures, or
experiments in something a bit more noir. At least two cross over
into the fantasy genre, and one toys with gothic themes.

Writing a mystery in the
flash-fiction format is quite possibly harder than writing a
full-length novel, but it’s a good challenge! Most of these stories
appeared on my blog at some point. Since then, they have been
removed from the blog and thoroughly revised, and in some cases
expanded to improve the story lines, and are now only available in
this collection. Revisiting and revising the stories has been a fun
task for me, and I hope the result will offer some enjoyment to
you, my reader.

 


This book is part of a set of flash
fiction collections, including Wizard Libraries and Dragon
Archives; Strong Drink: Tavern Tales Short and Tall; and
Missing Snow: A Collection of Holiday Stories.

 



 Dead
in the Water

 


The body washed gently against the
shore, bumping the rocks then washing away, only to return with the
next small wave. The shoulder-length blonde hair floated about the
head like a halo. Marsha Harrigan, police detective, watched the
corpse for a minute, and reflected that her peaceful lakeside
vacation had just come to a crashing end. With great reluctance she
pulled out her cell phone, looked up the number of the local
police, and dialed.

She would have liked to just report
the body and let the local police take over. She wanted to go on
vacationing. Except that Lilacs-on-Lakeshore was in her
jurisdiction, and she knew the police chief. Alex Tormentino had no
illusions about his own abilities. He was very good at handling
petty thievery, speeding, and excessively noisy parties. He had
never, to her knowledge, handled a murder, and he would want an
expert at his side for this. Marsha was an expert, and she was on
the spot. She had no doubt her boss would order her to cut short
her vacation and take the case.

#

It worked about as Marsha had
expected. Tormentino was on the spot within fifteen minutes,
studied the floating corpse for a few seconds, and turned to
Marsha, who already had her orders. Not that it mattered;
Tormentino knew who she was.

“What now?” Tormentino
asked.

“Pull her out, dry her off, and
try for an ID. I’ve already photographed the scene.” She held up
her camera, a quality DSLR with which she’d been trying to capture
the local birds.

Tormentino gave the appropriate
orders to his subordinates, then looked more closely at the corpse.
He gave an involuntary jerk. “Oh. I know who she is.” His tone said
that there was a tale to be told. Marsha listened.

“Her name is Annalynda Smith.”
Marsha raised an eyebrow, and Tormentino shrugged. “I know. Sounds
like a fake. Probably is. She runs—ran—the local beauty salon.” His
eyes drifted toward the dripping body that had been pulled from the
lake.

“For how long?” Marsha distracted
him. Tormentino was looking pale. She would have to examine the
body, but there was no reason for the poor police chief to make
himself sick.

“Maybe six months. I don’t know
where she came from.” The police chief gratefully kept his
attention on the detective, his back to the corpse.

“Do you know who she
aggravated?”

Tormentino heaved a sigh.
“Everyone.”

“Everyone?”

“The women complain that she
flirted with all the men. The men complain that she flirts but
doesn’t mean anything by it. And the neighbors hate the smells from
the salon, which she runs—ran—out of her house.” He was having
trouble with his tenses, a common problem in the face of
death.

Marsha sent Tormentino off to
discover who had seen Ms. Smith last, and when. She studied the
body, halting the medics, who were in a hurry to pop it into a body
bag and get it out of sight.

The blonde wore an outfit that
explained the complaints of men and women alike, and there were
some curious red marks on her neck.

“Looks like she aggravated one
person too many,” Marsha muttered to herself. Then, to the waiting
deputies and EMT crew, “Take her down to the City and let the
medical examiner get started.” No sense in being careless. You
never knew what might be discovered with a proper autopsy, and
flirt or not, the woman didn’t deserve to die like that.

Meanwhile, she would do a close
inspection of the shore to see what else might have washed
up.

#

“Ah, Detective Harrigan. The Chief
is waiting for you.”

Marsha walked into the Chief’s
office and stopped. A collection of townspeople sat in folding
chairs looking at her. “What’s this?”

“These,” Tormentino said sadly,
“Are some of the people who had cause to wish Ms. Smith
ill.”

“Look at us!” The agitated speaker
was a middle-aged brunette with a haircut so bad even Marsha knew
it was bad. The woman gestured at several similarly coifed women.
“We all got our hair done yesterday and look what she did to us!
I’m glad someone stabbed her! She deserved it!”

Marsha made a silent note that
either the woman was misinformed or was being excessively clever,
and looked enquiringly at another citizen. Tormentino took it on
himself to explain.

“Mr. Collins says she flirted with
him right in front of his wife, and he had to sleep on the couch
for a week. That gave him such a stiff neck he hasn’t been able to
work.” Tormentino nodded at another man. “This one lives next door
to her. He’s had to move into the hotel because the chemicals from
her salon trigger his allergies.” He went on, explaining why each
of the persons present might wish the dead woman ill.

Then he said, “But they were all
accounted for last night. Most of them saw her at the pub, where
she ate a very late dinner of cheeseburger and fries, washed down
with more beer than you’d believe. The bartender says Smith went
out alone at about one a.m., and that’s the last anyone saw of her.
She said she was going for a moonlight cruise. Most of these folks
were home in bed by then, of course.”

“Annalynda Smith didn’t go sailing
alone. There’s no boat drifting around the lake. Someone brought it
back in after she was dumped in the water. So someone wasn’t home
in bed,” Marsha pointed out.

The townspeople looked at each
other with new suspicion. “You mean someone took her out in a boat
and shot her?” Another guess.

“No.” Marsha said. “She died of a
heart attack. I suppose you could say the cook killed her, though
the burger and fries were her own choice, of course. But someone
didn’t do right by her.”

A young man jumped to his feet, and
stood trembling in front of her. “I didn’t know what to do! I took
her out in the boat. I was so sure—never mind. We headed out toward
the Island, and suddenly she stood up and grabbed her throat. She
was wearing one of those choker necklaces and she ripped it loose,
like she couldn’t breathe.”

Marsha nodded. “She couldn’t.” That
explained the red marks on Annalynda’s neck.

“I thought she was being dramatic,
some silly game to, you know, get me excited or something. But then
she toppled over. Right overboard.” He was sweating. “I searched
for hours. But I couldn’t find her in the dark, and when it started
to get light, I panicked. I knew you’d all think I killed her! So I
just—left.” He began to cry, and the townspeople gathered around to
offer comfort. Marsha let them take the young man out.

When they were gone, she turned to
Tormentino. “You can decide if you want to press charges. I’m on
vacation.” As she left, she fingered the broken necklace she’d
found on the beach. No one could ever know who had broken
it.

 


###

 


“Dead in the Water” (2015) was
written to the command simply to start with a dead body. It’s a
fairly conventional whodunnit.

 



 The Case of the Missing
Corpse

 


It should have been an easy job.
The body was found down on Water Street, where the bums hung out.
If the victim wasn’t a bum himself, Inspector Blank figured, then
he’d been in the wrong place and gotten himself rolled, and either
way they’d just round up the usual suspects for whichever sort of
crime it was.

The trouble was, Blank couldn’t
tell which sort it was, because by the time he got there, there was
no body. Nor had Dispatch gotten much from the caller who’d
reported it. The man had reported a body under the bridge on Water
Street, and hung up.

Again, under normal circumstances
Blank could have concluded it had all been a hoax and gone off to
his dinner without a worry. But there was the pool of blood, no
mistaking that. Something had certainly died just where the caller
had said.

“Maybe it’s not human blood,”
suggested Officer Engle, without much hope. That would only prove
true if they desperately needed a pool of human blood to tie up a
case. Since they didn’t need it or want it, this would be human
blood and they were short one dead man.

Probably a man. The anonymous
caller hadn’t been absolutely clear, but had referred to the stiff
as “he.” As in “he’s dead as a door nail and you fellows ought to
do something about it.” Then the
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