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This Collection is entirely a work of fiction and consists of works previously published as E-books.  Names, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  All of the characters in this work are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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Brief descriptions:

Temporarily Away

When a fellow writer's mail is returned marked "Temporarily Away" and she is unable to reach him, Henrietta Harcourt asks the local sheriff to investigate, and the man's mummified remains are discovered in his remote cabin on the edge of a national forest.  After his death is dismissed as natural causes, a suspicious Henrietta prods the sheriff to look at someone with motive, means, and opportunity.  When he does, "natural causes" begins to look as unlikely as "temporarily away."

Call To Duty

Rick is looking forward to the next phase of his young life and sharing some exciting news with his girlfriend, Cassie.  When she calls asking to meet at their favorite hangout near her home, he drives through the dark, rainy streets to the burger joint across town, wondering what could be on her mind.  Probably just another of her dramatic fantasies; he's used to them by now.  Surely nothing more than that...right?

The Case Of The Pilfered Painting

"Yes, yes," Henrietta said impatiently, fingering the pince-nez that hung from her neck on a black braided cord, "but it's really just too intriguing.  It has all the ingredients of a first-rate crime novel, if you ask me.  Think of it:  a young heiress alone and grief stricken after the mysterious death of her aunt; a painting, a treasured legacy, missing; the police baffled."  Then she said solemnly, "You know, Joshua, it just struck me.  What if there's a connection between Mrs. Harper's death and the disappearance of that painting?  Do you suppose that's possible?" she asked, her eyes wide, her mind focused on the one point of information that would not allow it to rest:  Who did it?

A Change Of Plan

Two down-on-their-luck cowboys decide their lives need a change of plan.

––––––––
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Covenant Of Blood

How many were there?  Enough.  Over the centuries they had evolved to satisfy their needs with a more passive source of the nutrients they required; after all, blood was blood.  But not for all.  Some could not resist the ancient urge to satisfy their blood lust with the warm, flowing liquid of a living being.  In those instances, errant members of the Network were tracked by the death squad known as the Shield, from whom there was no escape.  Jordan lived within the guidelines of the Network, as did most of his kind, in present day Baltimore.  But his friend, Cam, could not resist the stirrings that drove him to unspeakable acts and attracted the attention of the Shield.   When he turned up on Jordan's doorstep asking for help—would he get it?  Would Jordan, warned that he himself was under surveillance by the enforcement arm of the Network, dare violate the rules by which his kind had managed to secretly co-exist with the Others?  Or would he abandon his friend to his fate?  He didn't know, and time was running out.

The Last Cookie

A narrative account of an urban raccoon relocation effort.

Jaded

A struggling private eye finally gets a client, an appraiser for a local art gallery.  The woman appraised a valuable vase and the gallery sent it to a collector who agreed on a price based on her appraisal.  When the package is received, instead of the valuable Ming rose jade vase it should have contained, there was a plastic replica.  Our detective is hired to find out what happened and who engineered the switch.
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- Temporarily Away -



[image: ]


Henrietta Harcourt considered the piece of mail in her hand, puzzled by the postal notation that accompanied its return.  “Temporarily Away,” it said.  It was the latest journal of club activity published and distributed to members of her writers’ group, The Grey Goose Quill Society.  This particular copy had been sent to Matt Mercer in Pleasant Corners, a small and obscure rural community about thirty miles from Henrietta’s home in Dobbsville.

Temporarily away?  Like where?  As secretary for the group, Henrietta was in charge of the membership rolls; in fact, it was her job to keep track of the group’s small cadre of writers, some successful but mostly amateurs wishing they were.

She decided she would simply send him a message alerting him to the situation; after all, he was entitled to the Society's quarterly journals as part of his membership fee.  And so she promptly sent a message to the web address on her record roll, confident the mystery would be cleared up as soon as he received her explanation.  Several minutes after dispatching the missive, it was returned bearing a notation that there was no such address!

Henrietta stared at the rejection a full minute before picking up the telephone and dialing the number Matt had provided on his membership application.  Six rings later, the call rolled over to Matt’s answering machine.  There was nothing unusual or informational in his invitation to leave a message which he promised to return promptly, yet six hours passed with no word.

At this point, Henrietta pondered her options.  Since she had no idea of how long Matt had already been gone, she considered simply remailing the journal, but on reflection, considered that if one piece had recently been returned because he was “temporarily away,” there was no guarantee that a second attempt would be successful.  Consulting her records, Henrietta noted there was no alternative ‘snow bird’ address for Matt, as was the case with several other members who wintered in sunnier climes.  No clue at all.  If he had arranged for his mail to be held at the post office during his absence, the journal, being first class mail and bearing a return request in case of address change or inability to deliver, still would have been sent back.  Then a thought occurred to her—if the post office knows Matt is “temporarily away,” perhaps they also know when he will return.

Dialing the Dobbsville post office, whose jurisdiction included the tiny hamlet of Pleasant Corners, resulted in the call being answered by Billy Bertram, one of three employees in the small branch office of the town of three thousand.

“Billy,” she began, “I just received one of the journals from a recent mailing of our writers’ group.  This one was addressed to Matt Mercer in Pleasant Corners.  It had a yellow sticker with the words ‘temporarily away’ on it.  I’m not aware of any other address for Matt, so can only assume he is perhaps away on business or vacation.  In any case, can you tell me when he’s expected back?  I’m sure he would wish to receive his copy, but I’d prefer to know when he is expected back before I send it out again.”

She heard Billy mumble something that sounded like, “jus a minute,” and a loud clap as he set the receiver down on the counter.  She waited.  Several minutes went by while voices and music sounded in the background.  Then the receiver clanked again as someone picked it up.  It was Marge Morgan, the postal supervisor.  “May I help you?” she said politely.  

“Marge?  It’s Henrietta Harcourt.”

“Oh, yes, Henrietta—what can I do for you?”

Henrietta repeated what she had told Billy.  “Have you any idea when Matt is expected home so I can forward his journal?”

“Actually, Henrietta, as far as we can tell, he is home.  We have no instructions to either hold or forward his mail.”

“Well, then,” Henrietta said carefully, “why would his journal have been returned with the notice of “temporarily away?”

There was a short silence on the other end of the line before Marge said, “Hold on a minute, Henrietta, the carrier on Mr. Mercer’s route just came in from his rounds.”  Expecting another clang when Marge laid the receiver on the counter, Henrietta instead listened to muffled voices in a back-and-forth conversation.  Apparently Marge was holding her hand over the mouthpiece while she questioned the carrier.  There was another short silence before Marge resumed their conversation.

“Henrietta?”

“Yes, Marge, I’m here.”

“Well, it seems that Matt is simply not collecting his mail.  It’s been piling up on his front porch for the past week.  The carrier assumed he was just away for a few days and continued to add his mail to whatever had been previously delivered.  The journal you received was returned because of the instructions that if it cannot be delivered it is to be returned to sender, and the return address on the envelope was yours.”

Of course it was mine, Henrietta thought irritably.  Do they think the printer’s address would have made more sense?  But all she said was, “I see.  May I ask how long you will continue to let his mail accumulate before notifying someone that something is wrong?”

“We don’t know if anything is wrong.  He could simply be gone and didn’t think to make arrangements for his mail.  It’s really not unusual, Henrietta.”  Now Marge’s voice had a “it’s really none of your business, you nosy old bat” tonal quality.  Henrietta recalled something about discretion being the better part of valor and said simply, “I understand.  Well, thank you, Marge, for looking into it.  I’m sorry I bothered you.  You’re right, of course.”  Hoping she had sufficiently mollified the supervisor, Henrietta thanked her again and said goodbye.

So, “it’s really not unusual,” is it?  To Henrietta it was very unusual for a member, a talented writer at that, who had joined the club about five years earlier, not to have notified it when he changed his online address, or at the very least, left some explanation on his answering machine.  And the club’s journal was a comprehensive collection of news from writing groups throughout the state.  It was the club’s main avenue of communication and way of keeping abreast of each group’s activities.  To Henrietta’s mind, no serious writer would leave town just when it is scheduled to be mailed and not make provision to receive it, unless...  

The thought of that “unless” haunted Henrietta all through that evening and persisted into the following morning; by early afternoon, she felt compelled to act.

The jangling phone cut through the usually tranquil peace and quiet of the Southern County sheriff’s office, law enforcement center for Dobbsville and its environs.  I knew it couldn’t last, sighed Sheriff Cal Wellesley, as he quelled the disturbance by picking up the receiver.  After listening for a moment, the puzzled expression on his face relaxed as he said, “Miss Harcourt?  Henrietta?  Of course I remember you.  It’s nice to hear from you.  How are you?”

After another moment’s silence while he peered at the empty coffee cup on his desk, the puzzled expression returned, this time with deeper furrows.  “Yes, yes.  I understand.  Of course, it’s natural to be concerned, although I don’t think...,” More silence, more furrows.  “Yes, all right, well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do.  I’ll have one of my men stop in to see Mr. Mercer on his next patrol in that area.  Just to make sure everything is all right.  Yes, no, that’s quite all right.  No, no trouble at all; it’s what we do.  Yes, I’ll let you know what we find out; in fact, I’ll ask him to call you and reassure you himself.  No problem.  Glad to help.  Thank you, Henrietta.  Good-bye.”  

Sheriff Wellesley slumped into the high-backed, tightly upholstered security of his deluxe model No. 472 Executive Comfort arm chair and reflected on the exchange in which he had just participated.  He recalled the event which first caused Miss Henrietta Harcourt to enter his previously ordered existence:  He had asked for her.  Well, no, not her specifically, just a volunteer to lighten the public traffic at the front counter.  Her duties, as he recalled now, were quite specific:  simply greet people entering the building and direct them to whatever department or person would most likely resolve their business, whatever it may be.

As he looked back, it seemed to him that the first few days passed quite amiably, with Henrietta quietly querying all who entered the front door, and then capably directing them this way and that, upstairs or down to the lower level of offices.  By the second week, however, he became aware that a crush of people began backing up at the reception desk.  Well, maybe not so much backing up as gathering around.

When he managed to position himself closely enough to overhear the exchanges between Henrietta and those with police business on their agenda, he discovered the woman was discussing each situation with the party involved.  But not only with the party involved, for in overhearing her comments and the resultant explanations—for that’s what they usually were—for speeding, drag racing, littering, theft, fighting, various forms of assault, those witnessing the exchanges would offer their own bits of advice or condemnation regarding the aggrieved parties.  Such parties would be directed to their destinations, provided they managed to remember what had brought them to the office in the first place.

A private word with Henrietta would usually disperse the logjam—for a while; however, it soon became apparent that Henrietta saw herself as less a directional function once mayhem had been committed, and as more of a deterrent to prevent further actions necessitating such visits in the first place.  So if someone came in requesting the location of the traffic court, for instance, or perhaps the schedule for the next meeting of the local DUI prevention group, Henrietta would ferret out the circumstances of the event that precipitated the required attendance in those sessions and, in the course of her initial drawing out of the hapless defendants, others in line, who by then had become spectators to Henrietta’s probing questions, offered their own comments—some directed toward the defendants, others to Henrietta herself—and not all were kindly.  It certainly became a dilemma.  Henrietta was a kind woman who truly only wanted to help everyone she met; in fact, those who had managed to get by her and on to their destinations often came back for advice on new travails that had transpired and over which they were in a quandary.

But eventually enough was enough, and, much as he found the task distasteful, Sheriff Wellesley determined that he had no choice but to request that Henrietta find another outlet for her altruism.  He was debating how to approach the matter when Henrietta herself brought about the most satisfactory conclusion.  She quit.  Oh, she was quite reluctant to do so, she explained, but the fall conference of the writers’ group for which she was also registrar was fast approaching, and Henrietta felt she simply could not contend with the volume of anticipated registrations and do justice to her position as receptionist for the law enforcement facility.

Sheriff Wellesley properly expressed dismay at her decision, and assured her they would resign themselves to doing without her as best they could.  That’s what he told her, and so that’s how they parted, with Henrietta blissfully unaware of the subdued elation left in her wake.

*     *     *
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When Deputy Jason Crowley detoured during his daily patrol and turned off the main road, he noted the open mailbox with Matt Mercer’s route number, and the several pieces of mail inside waiting to be retrieved.  In spite of his extensive background with the Highway Patrol, the sight unnerved him, and he drove slowly along the narrow gravel road as the overgrown shrubbery on either side brushed his cruiser.

At first, he had welcomed the break in his normal routine, the result of a request by his superior that he check the well-being of a local resident.  All Deputy Crowley knew was that the man’s mail had gone uncollected and, being unable to reach Mr. Mercer, another resident had become concerned and requested a check, resulting in Deputy Crowley’s presence on the scene.  It wasn’t a particularly strange request, although such concern was usually found to be groundless, the result of someone’s simple failure to alert a neighbor of a planned absence.

Dismissing his initial unease, Deputy Crowley expected a quick and simple resolution to the matter as he approached a clearing in the dense brush and a cabin came into view.  He drove to within twenty feet of the front door, stopped, turned off the engine, and sat for a moment surveying the setting.  It was orderly enough, nothing out of sorts that he could see right off hand.  A black late model extended cab pickup truck was parked near the front door, and a cord of wood sat tidily stacked against the west wall of the cabin.  But no lights shone through the windows, no smoke wafted up from the chimney on this chilly September morning, no dog ran out to challenge an intruder.  A small shed was visible beyond the cabin, and an outhouse peeked through the shrubbery a little farther on.

Deputy Crowley didn’t like it.  Nothing definite that he could put his finger on, but more of a feeling that nagged him; something was wrong.  He decided to check in, to alert the dispatcher to his last whereabouts and the condition of the area—just in case.

Instead of bounding from his cruiser as was his habit, always eager to get on with the job at hand, this time he hesitated, instead once more looking around before slowly lifting the door latch and stepping out of the cruiser.  He stood beside the vehicle, listening, his eyes scanning the perimeter of the property.  Nothing.  Instinctively he drew his Glock and held it close to and slightly behind his body as he walked uneasily up the stone path to the front door.  He knocked, softly at first, to avoid raising a needless alarm.  No sound emanated from inside.  Now he knocked louder and called out, “Mr. Mercer?  Sheriff’s Department.  Open the door please.”  Still nothing.  He peered through the bay window beside the door to see if he could make out anything inside.  Seeing nothing from the front of the house, he followed the walk to the rear door and squinted through the kitchen window.  He could see a table sitting in the middle of the room; a box lay on top, one that looked like it might have contained food.  Through the sunlight that flooded the room, he could make out several dead mice on the table beside the box.

Deputy Crowley stepped back and considered the situation.  Should he force his way in?  Call for back up?  Investigate further?  He once more strained to see what he could through the smeary glass.  This time he saw the floor of the kitchen and traced it to a doorway to the next room.  There was no mistaking what lay on the floor blocking the way.  Two legs were visible up to the knees; they were not moving.

Aware that every move he made now could compromise and even contaminate an investigation, he returned to his cruiser to radio headquarters and report his findings.  He was told to secure the scene until the sheriff arrived, whereupon Deputy Crowley holstered his pistol and settled in to wait.

Sheriff Wellesley picked up Doc Rawley, who acted as the county’s medical examiner, on the way to the Mercer cabin.  Parking beside the black pick-up, the sheriff waited for Crowley to join them, and then the three of them walked to the front door.  While the deputy and doctor waited, the sheriff walked around to the rear door to peer through the window; the scene inside was as Deputy Crowley described it.

Returning to the waiting duo at the front of the cabin, he tried the door; finding it locked and seemingly dead bolted, he took a chance and looked for an outside key that might have been hidden as a spare in the event Mercer inadvertently locked himself out.  The three of them spent a few minutes examining anything that might serve as a hiding place for an extra key; no luck.  Unwilling to bull the door open, they decided to smash out the window in the rear door.  Deputy Crowley did the honors while the others looked on.  Breaking out the large pane over the locks, he reached in to open the lock and turn back the deadbolt.  The door opened easily with a turn of the knob, and the trio entered the tiny cabin.

Each had been prepared for the putrid odor that announced something dead.  It wasn’t there.  Other than a musty smell typical of a cabin needing airing out, there were no other scents to prepare them for what they found once they made their way to the middle of the room.  Looking closer at the dead carcasses of the mice that littered the table, Doc Rawley muttered, “Well, I’ll be.  They’re mummified.  Dry as dust.”

While the doctor paused at the kitchen table, Sheriff Wellesley walked past him to the body in the doorway, the one Crowley had seen from the window.  He inspected the body without touching it.  Like the mice, the body was desiccated, the skin like tanned leather stretched over a skeletal frame.  “You gotta see this, Doc,” he called.  Then, “Crowley?  I want pictures—of everything.”  Deputy Crowley retreated to the cruiser for his camera.

Returning once again to the rear entrance, the deputy reentered the cabin and proceeded to snap everything as he made his way through the kitchen.  A wave of revulsion was squelched as he took numerous photos of the body from different angles, both face down as it was initially found, and then again after Doc Rawley turned it over.  Crowley had never seen anything like it, at least not up close like this; the nearest he can describe what he was looking at was pictures he’d seen of archaeological discoveries of people who had died thousands of years ago.

“What do you think, Doc?” the sheriff asked.  "Natural causes?”

“Just offhand, I think so.  Looks like a stroke or heart attack.  With both doors locked from the inside, homicide doesn’t seem likely.”

“That’s my thinking.  But when, would you say?  How long would it take to cause a condition like this?”

“Hard to say.  Heat would have stepped it up some.  Depends how long that would have lasted—out here I suppose he heated with propane; we need to know when he last got an order, if it appears the heat was on until the supply ran out.  But still, just off the top of my head, I’d say this could happen over two to three months.”

“So he’s been dead since July, even June?”

“Could be.  We’ll see


[image: ]













[image: ]



[image: ]
















[image: ]








[image: ]



































[image: ]

























[image: ]










[image: ]



[image: ]








[image: ]






















[image: ]










[image: ]







[image: ]





[image: ]














[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e (F) >

Collected Short Stories Of
Mystery, Romance,
And The Occult

by
Amanda Brenner

e (O





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





