
      
        
          Cromwell's Echo

          A Cathryn Harcourt Mystery Short

          Joslyn Chase

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Paraquel Press

        

      

    


GET YOUR NEXT JOSLYN CHASE BOOK

FREE!



But catch up on your sleep now. 

Once you start reading,

 it’ll be No Rest for you!





[image: image-placeholder]




Get the book free when you join

 the growing group of readers who’ve discovered

 the thrill of Chase!



Get started now!











WHAT READERS ARE SAYING


about Joslyn Chase





"Author  Joslyn Chase has now confirmed my first impressions of her being a  formidable suspense writer bound to make readers sit up and take  notice."   

~ Manie Kilian (reader, Amazon.com) 



"As  always in her writing, the settings and action scenes are vividly  portrayed and the relationships between the characters are seamless and  authentic. Ms Chase has a talent for bringing characters to life." 

~ ReadnGrow (Amazon.com)  



"There is a reason Chase is an award-winning author. Highly  recommended.”
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Cromwell's Echo




The last suitcase plopped onto the belt at 5:05 pm, local time. 

Cathryn watched it approach on the baggage claim carousel, a forlorn little package, shabby and misshapen, the affixed airline label quivering slightly from the rumble of the belt.

It wasn’t hers.

She tried to quell the jab of disappointment that tugged at her spirits. Welcome to Jolly Old England. 

The jostling crowd had dissipated after plucking their own, present-and-accounted-for luggage from the slow-moving river of bags. Cathryn stood alone, grubby and sore after the long trans-Atlantic flight. Sighing, she rummaged through her heavy shoulder bag and found her cell phone. She gritted her teeth, agreed to the roaming charges, and sent a text:

Luggage lost. Have to make arrangements. Sorry for the delay.

The air swirled with the usual confusion of typical airport notifications, the polite British accent lending them cachet and bringing a smile to Cathryn’s lips. She straightened her spine. So what if the trip wasn’t off to a great start—she wouldn’t let that taint the rest of it. Even if it looked to be a sort of busman’s holiday.

Every holiday is, when you’re a novelist.

At the Lost Luggage counter, a tiny, efficient woman with henna-rinsed bouffant hair assured Cathryn her suitcase would be found and delivered. Hoisting the bag to her other shoulder, Cathryn exited the terminal and made her way along a tantalizing lane of goodies. The smell of roasting, sugared nuts and chicken satay kebabs sent her stomach into grumble overload. Fare on the flight had been meager, but she resisted temptation. Margot would have plans for an evening meal.

As she approached the end of the edibles, a current of chill air raised goosebumps under the light sweater she wore. Stopping to shrug into her down jacket, she spotted Margot and Ethan waiting for her. They waved energetically, faces lit with bright smiles, and Cathryn felt a surge of affection for her favorite niece, followed by a stab of concern. Why had they summoned her here so precipitously?

After hugs and inquiries about her journey, the three of them bundled into the family Escalade, easily the largest vehicle in the row of parking spaces. The Cummings had five children.

“How do you maneuver this thing down these narrow country lanes?” Cathryn wondered aloud.

Margot, climbing into the passenger seat, laughed. “You get used to it. When I first got behind the wheel, I constantly worried I’d take out a side mirror. Or a pedestrian.”

“And?” Cathryn prompted. “How many casualties?”

“One mirror,” Margot admitted. “But the pedestrians are all still standing. Or, if they aren’t, it’s no fault of mine.”

Cathryn smiled, leaning back in the comfortable leather seat as they headed to Ely, the quaint, village-like town where the Cummings resided. She marveled at the effortless way Ethan navigated a knot of traffic and gained the open road. Dusk damped the colors and smudged the lines of rolling landscape, but Cathryn gawked anyway. She’d visited England a time or two before, but never grew tired of drinking in the variegated countryside.

“Are you aware you’re driving on the wrong side of the road?” she asked Ethan.

“Yes,” he replied, “but as long as everyone else does the same, we’re all right.”

They rode in easy silence for a moment and Cathryn wondered if they meant to address the white elephant sprawling beside her on the back seat. Ever considerate, they probably wanted to get her home and dry with some dinner inside her before putting her to work, but Cathryn didn’t favor that kind of wait. 

To business.

“So, what brings me here?” she asked. “Not that I don’t thoroughly enjoy seeing the two of you and this green and pleasant land, but methinks there must be a sharper reason poking around beneath the surface.”

Cathryn noted the worried glance they exchanged before Margot shifted in her seat, twisting to meet Cathryn’s eye.

“A number of odd things have happened in this last week. Disturbing things, really, and I’m hoping you can help us sort them.”

“Tell me.”

Margot pulled in a deep breath, her nostrils flaring slightly. “Most mornings, Ethan jogs on a forest trail near our house. Four days ago, while he was out on a run, he saw a hooded figure in the woods. He says the man was burying a body.”

“He was burying a body.”

“Yes, of course, but—”

Ethan’s fists tightened on the steering wheel and Cathryn met his determined gaze in the rearview mirror. “I saw a man digging a hole. Beside him on the ground was a bloody body, and I don’t mean that as some kind of English swear word. I’m saying there was a dead body covered in blood. I didn’t have my phone on me, so I tried to slip away but he must have seen me. I ran home and called the police.”

Cathryn leaned forward. This was the stuff of mystery novels—the kind she wrote—so she figured she knew what was coming. “And when the police arrived, there was no body,” she offered.

“Not exactly,” Margot said. “There was a body. The police dug up the fresh-turned earth and found a dead dog.”

“What I saw was human,” Ethan insisted.

Margot looked at him, her eyes intense. “I believe you, Ethan. I’m just trying to make sense of it.”

“Were the police able to identify whose dog it was?” Cathryn asked.

“Yes,” said Margot. “The dog had one of those chips embedded and the police traced the owners, a young couple in a house at the edge of the wood. They claimed the dog had disappeared from their backyard and they assumed it had gotten out and run off. They didn’t know anything about the rest of it.”

Cathryn drummed her fingers on the leather seat. “Hmmm, so they say. What else has happened?”

Ethan steered them through a roundabout and nosed the car down a lushly overgrown lane. “The very next day, police recovered a body from the Great Ouse.”

The great ooze?" Cathryn questioned, her imagination conjuring a pool of slime.

“That’s the river that runs through Ely,” explained Margot.

“The death was reported in the newspaper as an accidental drowning,” continued Ethan. “It was someone we knew. Someone I worked with, peripherally. Richard Tanner. A Major in the Air Force at Mildenhall and a member of the local historical club we belong to.”

“That’s too many strange things happening too close together, Aunt Cathryn. Something bad is going on here and there’s no one better suited to sussing it out than you.”

Cathryn didn’t answer. She was deep in thought, plumbing the implications of what they’d told her. The incidents had to be connected and that meant—

“Aunt Cathryn,” Margot was leaning over the seat now, her eyes imploring. “Can you help us?”

Cathryn bit her lip. “My dear, I don’t even know where to start.”

Margot reached out, placing a hand on Cathryn’s lap. “I have an idea about that,” she said. “Last week, our historical club took a field trip to the King’s College Chapel at Cambridge. I saw Richard arguing with Geoffrey Nance. He’s sort of a local bigwig, made a pack of money running some kind of aircraft design company.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “I don’t know any details, and couldn’t tell you if I did, but I’ve seen Nance on the base. I’m pretty certain his company has some sort of government defense contract.”

“Does his company design the sort of aircraft that might be considered a secret weapon?” Cathryn asked.

Ethan didn’t answer but the look he passed her through the rearview was significant. He brought the Escalade to a stop in front of a lowering striped arm. Margot sighed.

“We always get held up by the train, no matter what time of night or day we come through here.”

“Not every time,” Ethan said. “Maybe one in three.”

“Still,” Cathryn said, throwing Margot her emotional support, “those are hefty odds.”

The train passed and they bumped over the tracks and proceeded toward town. “Did you know Ely used to be an island?” Margot said. “It was drained during the seventeenth century, but we’re still liable to flooding under certain conditions.”

“There’s the Prickwillow Museum,” Ethan added, pointing at the dark hulk of a building. “If you get a chance to visit, it’s rather fascinating. You can see the old diesel engines and hear the whole story of how they pumped out the Fen. Before that, the place was only accessible by boat.”

Cathryn hoped she would get the opportunity to explore Ely. It would make an excellent setting for one of her mystery novels. After a moment’s thought, she directed the conversation back to the real life mystery before them. Margot and Ethan had asked her to come in the hopes she might help square it. She felt a little out of her depth, but come hell or the highwater of the former swampland around her, she’d do her best.

“Call it common sense, instinct, or women’s intuition, but I think the two bodies—the one in the woods and the one in the river—are the same. Ethan, I believe you witnessed the almost-burial of your friend, Richard Tanner. The hooded man spotted you and tried to cover his tracks by substituting the dog.”

He shook his head, a puzzled frown wrinkling his brow. “But the body I saw was bloody. Didn’t look like a drowning victim to me.”

“No,” Cathryn agreed, “which can only mean the facts reported in the newspaper were wrong.”

“Newspapers don’t usually mess things up that badly,” Margot protested.

Cathryn kept her opinion about newspapers to herself. Instead she said, “Not unless they’re pressured to, by someone in authority.”

The three sat in silence as the Escalade joggled down a cobblestone lane and Ethan pulled into a narrow driveway, shutting down the engine.

“We’re home,” said Margot.



[image: image-placeholder]Cathryn slept late, making up for the time difference. Under the pallid English sun of early afternoon, she and Margot walked along the High Street, skirting ancient stone walls and modern mailboxes. They passed shops with doors propped open, snippets of conversation issuing forth along with the scent of flowers, candle wax, and baking bread. 

Cathryn was charmed. The High Street in her own rural Virginia village was an echo of this one, born from it like a chip off the old block. She felt the stirrings of her English roots and a moment of envy for Margot who lived this every day. 

After further consideration, as she followed Margot across the road and along a narrow rough-walled passage, Cathryn conceded that although she loved visiting foreign locales and giving rein to romantic imaginings, her heart would always be called home to America in the end.   

“I’m glad it’s not raining,” said Margot. “It provides the perfect excuse for visiting. Doria Nance does love to show off her prize-winning garden. It’s too early for roses, but the tulips and daffodils will be out in abundance. You’ll see.”

“I only hope I can get a good look at the house,” Cathryn replied. “If it was the scene of Richard Tanner’s murder, maybe I can pick up some sort of evidence.”

“I can get you in the door. After that, I’m afraid it’s all up to you, Aunt Cathryn.”

Mrs. Nance greeted them in the marble-tiled foyer of the Tudor-style house and showed them through to a flagstone terrace in the rear, giving Cathryn hardly a moment to glance around the stately home. She gazed instead at the neatly-trimmed lawns, the pale green of early spring, and studied the woman who ruled over them.

Tall, with finely-chiseled bones, Doria Nance looked like a piece of artwork whose creator had aimed, not for beauty, but for potency. The angles of her face were strong, her eyes an icy kaleidoscope of silver and cobalt, imperious shades flashing and changing so that Cathryn could never tell what to make of her expression. She wore a trio of thin gold bangles on her wrist that tinkled when she moved her arm, accompanying her every command, and Cathryn guessed she was a woman who liked to give orders.

“We’ll take tea on the patio,” Mrs. Nance told the little maid who bobbed a curtsy and hurried into the house. 

Cathryn hid a smile, wondering what it would be like to live in an Agatha Christie novel as Doria Nance seemed to do, then sobered. In an Agatha Christie novel, one thing was certain. Murder.

“Thank you so much for letting me bring my aunt to see your glorious garden,” Margot said. “I told her my descriptions wouldn’t do it justice.”

The lady of the manor gave a gracious nod. “I’m only too happy to take you round. Let’s start with the western beds, shall we?”

After a tour of the admittedly lovely grounds, they returned to the terrace where the maid was laying out tea while a manservant stood by, stoically supporting a tray laden with pots, cutlery, and plates of quartered sandwiches and tiny cakes. Cathryn took her seat at the immaculate, glass-topped table.

“This looks marvelous. Thank you so much, Mrs. Nance, for the tour and hospitality.” She let a moment go by, blowing gently on her steaming cup of tea. “Margot told me about the awful drowning incident with that fellow in your historical group. Do you know what happened?”

Doria Nance looked annoyed. Or was it wary? She raised an eyebrow. “Only what I read in the news. He apparently fell into the Ouse and drowned.”

Cathryn nearly choked on a mouthful of hot English tea. She couldn’t help flashing on an image of a man floundering in a river of slimy ooze.

“But how?” she asked, patting herself on the chest. “What was he doing there? Did he like to boat? Fish? How did he come to drown?”

Mrs. Nance lowered her teacup, placing it on the saucer with a clink. “I’m sure I don’t know. Are all Americans so morbidly curious?”

“It’s really a pity,” Margot said, rushing in to smooth the feathers that were just starting to ruffle. Cathryn made a mental note to pursue a proper fluff-up with the wily bird at some future date. When feathers are up, it’s easier to see what’s underneath.

“Major Tanner was preparing a paper,” Margot continued. “All about the Norman Invasion and how it affected the local area. I was looking forward to his presenting it at our next meeting.”

“I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead,” came a masculine voice and Cathryn turned to see a well-tailored man approaching from the path that flanked the house. “But Richard’s research methods were questionable. It’s doubtful there would have been much historical accuracy involved.”

“Darling!” Doria rose to peck his cheek. “Margot’s brought her aunt from America to see the garden.”

Introductions were made and Doria swept a graceful arm, bracelets tinkling, to indicate he should join them at tea. Margot hastily poured him a cup.








OEBPS/images/7d88b8f2-801e-43cc-831f-06ea6e446f13.png
spine-tingling
and refreshing!







OEBPS/images/d4c1b873-57f5-4901-ae85-caa5017f85cd.png
PARAQUEL PRESS








OEBPS/images/cdb59da0-b5af-4a2d-8439-9e1ad5984461.png










