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  Another visit to Albion in the Yuletide season. As the snow falls and Solstice approaches join Rufus Cobb and his friends in three more seasonal short stories as they once again confront life and death, mystery and Magick, tea and crumpets!




   




   




  The One That Got Away




   




  Rufus Cobb is called in by Caledonia Yard to consult on the puzzling murders of several renowned scientists. What connects these deaths to the mysterious figure in Professor Court’s workshop?




   




   




  All that Glitters ...




   




  Dr. Barnato’s orphanage is in financial trouble and appeals to Jim Darby for help. A large amount of money is needed to save them and it looks like Jim might have to resort to crime again to solve the problem. But then he finds an injured faerie and it occurs to him that if what they say about faeries is true, then she just might be the answer to everyone’s prayers.




   




   




  Yuletide Spirit




   




  It’s Solstice Eve in Strapley-on-the-Wold and time for the annual party at the manor. The weather is against them but Thornton Wells and Sir Harold Ingleby take special care to make sure that the village witch makes it to the party and has a good time. So why does she mysteriously disappear overnight?




  





  The One That Got Away




  





  





  Rufus Cobb looked out of the drawing room window and sipped his last cup of breakfast tea as Won Lungh, the Cantonese butler, cleared the breakfast things away. Adele had left the table and was sitting by the fire. Cobb stared into the backyard. It hadn’t snowed for some days now and the only imperfections on an otherwise flawless blanket of snow were Lucifer the cat’s paw prints heading out and returning from his daily intimidation of any neighbourhood animals unfortunate enough to cross his path. He was a vicious sod.




  It had been snowing on and off for a week now but that was only to be expected in the month leading up to Yuletide. It was winter after all. So everyone just gritted their teeth, gritted the roads and got on with things. (As people did in those times. Not like nowadays in our Universe, when it snows for two days and the country grinds to a halt for the next week!)




  ‘What are you up to today?’ Adele asked him.




  ‘Nothing much. I thought I’d just ...’ he paused as the front door bell rang. ‘I thought I’d just see who’s at the front door and what they want.’




  Won Lungh put down the breakfast tray and went to answer the door. He came back a moment later and announced, ‘It your policeman friend, Inspector Big Ben,’ in his mangled Albion.




  Adele looked at Cobb, puzzled.




  ‘I think he means Inspector Benton,’ he explained.




  ‘Yeah, that right, Missa Cobb, Inspector Big Ben. I put him in office.’




  ‘Thank you, Won Lungh. Would you excuse me, Adele? I’ll go and see what George wants. Won Lungh, a fresh cup of tea for Inspector Benton, please.’ Cobb put down his own cup and made his way to the office. It was the front room of the downstairs of his house, overlooking the street. When he had quit the police force, he had taken to ‘private sleuthing’ to bring in some extra money. To save costs, he had turned the front room of his house into his office, where he met clients.




  He opened the office door and walked in. ‘Hello George,’ he said to Inspector Benton who was sitting in the chair before the desk. ‘I’m afraid you’ve missed breakfast but there’s a hot cup of tea on the way.’ He seated himself behind the desk.




  ‘Oh, thanks, Cobb,’ replied George. (Nobody ever called Cobb, ‘Rufus’.) ‘I could do with a hot drink; it’s a bit ‘parky’ out there. There’s a cold wind blowing in from the river.’




  At that moment the door opened, Won Lungh came in and placed a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits on the desk in front of George, then retired discreetly from the room.




  George Benton had been Cobb’s Sergeant when he was an Inspector in the Metropolitan police force. Together they had run a small team of officers. When Cobb left the force, to Cobb’s dismay, George hadn’t been promoted to replace him. But a few years later Cobb was able to prove that his replacement was on the take from one of Londum’s top criminals, consequently he was jailed and George was promoted in his stead.




  As George sipped his tea, Cobb asked him, ‘What brings you here on a day like this? Must be important.’




  ‘Well ... the truth is that I have a case on my books and I can’t make any progress on it. A real puzzler it is. I was wondering if you could take a look at it for me and give me your opinion.’




  ‘Oh, I think the Police Commissioner might have a few things to say about that,’ replied Cobb. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t like you running off and hiring private detectives to solve your cases, every time you get stuck.’




  ‘I’ve actually run it by him and he approves. You know he always had a soft spot for you. Besides, he acknowledges that you were the best detective we had at Caledonia Yard. He has approved hiring you at your normal daily rate as a “consultant”.’




  ‘Really?’ asked Cobb. ‘I must immediately double my daily rate.’




  ‘Now, now ... it’s for the “old firm” remember. Play fair.’




  ‘Okay then. So, I’m intrigued, what has you so puzzled?’




  ‘You’ll like this ... it’s a “locked room mystery”. A Professor ... found dead ... in a locked room.’




  ‘It wasn’t Professor Plum, was it?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Was it in the drawing room, with a candlestick?’




  ‘Err ... No.’




  ‘Damn! Well, that’s me out of ideas. Anything else I can help you with?’




  George, who was used to Cobb’s sense of humour, replied patiently, ‘Just shut up and listen, will you? Victim Professor Edwin Court, lives alone in a detached house in its own grounds at Green-Witch, on the outskirts of Londum. Has a cleaning lady called Mrs. Litton. She calls three times a week to clean up and make him some meals for the next few days. She called on him two days ago, on Monday, there was no sign of him in the house so she goes down to his workshop, in the basement.




  ‘Now, she has keys to his workshop but she’s on strict orders never to enter it unless he lets her in. But by this time she is getting a bit panicky as it is very unusual for the Professor to go out these days, he always works at home. His hat and coat are still there, implying he is still in the house but he’s not responding to her calls. So, she unlocks the door but it still won’t open, it appears to be bolted from the inside. The whole house is dark and the Professor appears to be locked inside a darkened room, she can see there’s no light coming from under the door, so she reports it to the local police station.




  ‘When two constables arrive they agree with her assessment and break open the door. They find the Professor dead on the floor and when they check the door it was bolted from the inside. Two bolts.’




  ‘Any windows?’




  ‘Two but not large enough for a grown man to climb through. Besides, they were closed too.’




  ‘Cause of death?’ asked Cobb.




  ‘Strangulation ... well, slightly more actually. His whole neck was crushed; the spine snapped ... looks like it was done with some kind of device. The doctor reckons he’d been dead for about forty-eight hours.




  ‘Anyway, one of the constables took a walk around the house on the outside to see if there was another way in or out of the basement. You remember it last snowed on Sunday night? Well, this was mid-morning Monday and the snow was untouched. The only footprints he could see anywhere on the property were the cleaning lady’s and the two constables’, coming up the path from the front gate.’




  ‘Is that it, just the one murder? Surely you can handle that by yourself?’ Cobb asked him.




  ‘Well, no. This is where it gets even more mysterious. By the Professor’s body we found a newspaper which had on its front page a story about another Professor, Professor Billings, being killed in an explosion a few days before Professor Court was estimated to have died.’




  ‘What do we know about the explosion victim?’




  ‘It seems they were both Professors at the University of Green-Witch, at least they were. Seems that Professor Court got kicked out of the University a couple of years ago.’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘While I was investigating at the Professor’s house, I sent a constable over to the University to find out what he could about the two deceased Professors. They weren’t too forthcoming to a lowly constable but he managed to find out that Court fell out with his colleagues ... and this is where the story really gets interesting ... one of whom was found dead a few months ago. Neck crushed, in exactly the same manner as Professor Court. His name was Professor Arnold.’




  ‘Blimey!’ exclaimed Cobb. ‘It’s a dangerous business being a University Professor. Any more turned up dead?’




  ‘Nope. Just the three ... so far.’




  ‘So, what do you think? Someone with a grudge against the University, knocking off the Professors?’




  ‘Could be. Well, what do you say? Fancy taking a look into this?’




  ‘Yeah, why not. Seems you’ve caught an interesting case. I’d be glad to help you out on this. Let me get my coat and say goodbye to Adele. What are you going to do about the University people not talking?’




  ‘Well, if a lowly constable doesn’t impress them, we’ll see if a fully fledged Inspector can show them the error of their ways when it comes to obstructing a murder investigation. I have an appointment with the Dean scheduled for tomorrow. Care to come along?’




  ‘Love to. I hate uppity academics. You’re the one with the badge, so you can be the bad cop.’




  ‘Deal.’




  





  ***




  





  Cobb and George Benton climbed down from the police carriage that had brought them to the Professor’s house. There was a low wall surrounding the garden, with a tall hedge planted behind it, shielding the house from the street.




  George led Cobb through the gate and up the garden path to the house. Poles had been stuck in the ground on either side of the path and ropes tied to them (wooden stakes that is, not people from ... never mind). They formed a channel leading to the front door, to stop anyone stepping onto the garden and disturbing the snow.




  George stopped outside the front door and asked Cobb, ‘Before we go in, do you want to take a walk around the outside? It might snow again at any time so you should check it while you can.’




  ‘Good idea.’




  The weather had remained cold since the last snowfall so the snow on the ground hadn’t melted and perfectly displayed the single set of prints. ‘When I took a walk around the house to confirm the constable’s story, I made sure to walk in his footprints,’ explained George. ‘That’s why the footprints may look a bit distorted but you’ll see there is only one set. It’s safe to walk over them now; we’ll need to check the outside of the house properly, anyway.’




  Cobb stepped over the rope and made his way around the outside of the house, followed by George, pointing out features as they went. ‘Those are the two windows that look out from the basement but they’ve been painted black on the inside, so whatever Professor Court was up to in there, he didn’t want anyone peeking in on him.’




  Eventually they came back to the front door. Everything was as George had stated, the blanket of snow in the garden was completely untouched except for up the front path and the circle of footprints around the house. Clearly no one had entered or exited the house, except through the front door, since Sunday night unless they came down the chimney and it wasn’t Winter Solstice Eve yet.




  ‘Okay,’ said Cobb. ‘I’m convinced, nobody in or out. Let’s go inside.’




  George motioned to the constable who was guarding the front door and he opened it for them. ‘Keep your coat on,’ George advised Cobb. ‘We haven’t lit any fires, just in case there is any evidence worth preserving in the fireplaces or the chimney. We’re still checking that out.’ He led the way along the hallway to a door and the two of them went down the stairs to the basement.
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