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From an
Alternate Victorian England called Albion, three more spooky short
stories set during the Yuletide season, featuring Rufus Cobb, Adele
Curran, Jim Darby and Thornton Wells. In the depths of winter, the
worst snowstorm in fifty years is ravaging Albion.

In these
three stories our heroes come face to face with what it means to
live ... and to die. Yet despite facing their own mortality,
perhaps they can still find a measure of Yuletide spirit, a Quantum
of Solstice, perhaps?

 


The Last
Present

 


What’s
so unusual about seeing a ghost at a spiritualist meeting? Nothing
you might think, except Adele Curran is the only one that can see
him, not the medium. He wants Adele’s help to stop the man who
murdered him, from doing the same to his family. Adele, Cobb and
Won Lungh set out in a snowstorm to try and stop that from
happening but it may well cost them their own lives,
instead.

 


A
Snowball in Hell’s Chance

 


Jim
Darby comes across two young brothers trying to survive on the
streets of Londum. He buys them some food but they refuse any
further help and he doesn’t see them again. Or does he? Jim thinks
that the shadowy figure he sees through the falling snow is one of
them, but why is he throwing snowballs at him? And why does he want
Jim to follow him?

 


Death on
the Cards

 


Thornton
Wells is drinking and reminiscing with an old friend, Sir Harold
Ingleby, when Thornton tells him about what happened to him once,
as a young man. ‘You’ll be the Death of me,’ ‘Facing your Death,’
‘Look Death in the eye,’ those are just sayings ... aren’t
they?

 


And a
bonus poem

 


‘Twas the Night Before Solstice.





 


Contents

 


The
Last Present

 


A
Snowball in Hell’s Chance

 


Death on
the Cards

 


‘Twas the Night Before Solstice




The Last Present

 


 


Where do all the flies go in winter? wondered Rufus Cobb, private detective, as he looked down and
saw that he had put his trousers on back to front. The reason for
that mistake was because he was getting dressed in the dark, which
was due to the fact that he hadn’t opened the curtains yet, as he
was trying to keep the heat in. It was the middle of winter and the
temperature had dropped dramatically over the past few
days.


Clutching the waistband of his trousers, Cobb hobbled nearer
to the fire, trying to keep warm. He remembered his tailor had once
asked him, ‘And which side does sir dress on?’

‘Over by the fireplace, where it’s warmest,’ he had
replied.

His lady
friend, Adele Curran, had already dressed and gone down to help Won
Lungh, their manservant, make breakfast. Adele was always an early
riser but Cobb liked a ‘lie-in’ if he had nothing special on that
day. He finished dressing, opened the curtains and went down to
join them.

In
Cobb’s world, there was no Christmas. Instead, in an agricultural
society such as Albion had once been, the people of Albion
worshipped the male and female Pagan, Wiccan and Scandinavian Gods
that represented the yearly life of the planet, spring, summer,
autumn and winter, emulating the cycle of life. And those
traditions had carried over into this modern, industrial
age.

The most important times of those seasons were the two
Solstice Days, summer and winter, the longest and shortest days of
the year. By far the most popular was Winter Solstice Day
(because that was the day when everyone
got presents, regardless of which Gods they
worshipped). A time to celebrate the
rebirth of the Sun God and pay homage to the Great Mother Goddess.
(Or you could just drink a lot and
over-eat; it was up to you really.)

The
period around Winter Solstice Day was known as Yuletide and was
notable for Father Yule delivering presents to all the children of
the world, on Solstice Eve. Albion was now deep into wintertime and
it was the week before Winter Solstice Day.

‘Morning sleepy-head,’ Adele greeted Cobb with a kiss on the
cheek as he sat down at the breakfast table in the drawing
room.

‘Oh come on, you know that the only reason I stay in bed after
you’ve left, is that I like to lie there and smell your perfume on
the pillow,’ he told her, gallantly.

‘Ah, that’s sweet. But if that’s true ... why do you snore
while you’re doing it?’

‘Yes, well, I er ...’ he blustered, as he’d been caught out
waffling. ‘Anything interesting in the newspaper?’ he picked the
paper up and hid behind it.

She
sniggered and poured him a cup of tea. ‘The weather office says
that there are big snowstorms coming in from Europe. All of
southern Albion will probably be blanketed by the week-end. It
looks like we’ll have a white Yuletide after all.’

‘Oh, that’ll be good. We can dress Won Lungh in white and take
him down the park; it’ll save us having to build a snowman, he’s
just the right shape. And then we can throw snowballs at
him.’

‘Cobb!’ she warned him.

‘Okay, just kidding. But it will be good if it gets cold, the
crime figures always go down when there is a cold snap. All the bad
guys stay at home, I guess.’

‘So what are you up to today?’ she asked him.

‘I thought I’d take a wander around, show my face in a few
places, speak to a few contacts, see what’s going on. I might pop
in and see George Benton. It always gets busy at Caledonia Yard in
the run up to Yuletide, so I should get in to see him now, before
he gets too busy to sit around and chat.’

‘Well, don’t be late, don’t forget we’re going to that séance
tonight.’

‘Séance? What séance?’ he asked.

She
shook her head. ‘I knew you’d forget. It’s a spiritualist meeting;
they’re all the rage at the moment, everyone who is anyone is
holding them. Mediums are getting almost as famous as music hall
stars. That’s why we’re going to see one tonight, I’ve got us
tickets. Look, here it is in the paper. I showed it to you last
week and you agreed to go.’

She
picked up an old newspaper lying on the sideboard and handed it to
him. It was folded to an interior page where there was a full page
advertisement for the meeting. In the centre of the page there was
a picture of a rather large, grim-looking lady.

‘There you go,’ she told him. ‘That’s Madame Arkate (she
pronounced it Ar-Karty) who we’re going to see tonight at the
function rooms above the Red Lion.’

‘And she’s a medium?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘Dunno about a medium ... she looks like a large to me.’

‘Oh Cobb, don’t be so cruel. Besides, they say the camera adds
about ten pounds.’

Cobb
studied the photo some more. ‘In that case, she must be being
photographed by about eight people in this picture,
then.’

Adele
burst into a fit of giggles but told him, ‘Cobb, you mustn’t say
things like that, it’s naughty. If you go on like that tonight,
you’ll get us thrown out of there. So behave yourself.’

‘Okay my dear, just for you I’ll be on my best behaviour. But
seriously, talking to dead people? I mean, come on. You don’t
believe in all that do you?’

‘But you’ve spoken to a dead person.’

‘Well, yes, but that was different, I was dead myself. I was
actually the other side of the barrier between the living and the
dead. But I don’t believe you can communicate across it. Once
you’re there there’s no coming back to tell your nephew that you’ve
left the will inside the vase on the mantelpiece.’

‘Yes, you’re probably right but so what if it isn’t true? It’s
just a bit of fun. She’s probably conning the customers but as long
as she’s not taking anyone for more than the price of a ticket ...
then where’s the harm? It’s just a laugh, that’s all. But, well ...
as you know better than most, there’s some mighty strange things in
this world and the next and you’ve seen some of them.’

‘Unfortunately most of them have been on the streets of Londum
and are seen by everyone. Anyway, what are you doing
today?’

‘Oh, I thought I’d catch up on my Yuletide shopping, less than
a week to go to Winter Solstice Day. I’ve got the goose on order
but I still have to pick up all the trimmings and the vegetables
and cold meats.’

‘Will they keep until Solstice Day?’

‘I’ll just put them outside in the shed and freeze
them.’

‘That’s a good idea. Do you think we’ll ever have the
technology to have an ‘icebox’ inside the house?’

‘Probably,’ she concurred. ‘Just tell a man scientist that it
can be used to keep beer cold and we’ll have one invented in no
time.’

‘Cold beer?’ mused
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