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The iron door slammed shut. All that could be heard were the muffled curses of the three principals of a car theft ring in Shrewsbury, courtesy of Stone Investigative Services. 

Penny and Winston Stone had just completed a three-month investigation into the ring at the request of the local police. That wasn’t unusual. They had gained an impeccable reputation with the local constabulary.

Their first case several years earlier was successfully concluded when Winston created an exploding pyrotechnic devise. It incapacitated two murderers retrieving five-thousand pounds in blackmail money. They were temporarily struck deaf and blind. When the police arrived, the murders were nicely tied up, awaiting their arrest. The criminals were also soaked to the bone after a bucket of water was thrown on them to put out their smoldering clothes.

Three years had passed since that case. Penny, twenty-four years old, was still single. Carson Oliver, her former husband, whose true name was Cullen Brinkman,  was serving a thirty-year sentence. With the family’s fortune restored, they lived in a beautiful home in Shrewsbury. 

Ravi, now fourteen, was enrolled in Shrewsbury school, founded in 1552. However, he attended only part time. His other schooling was at the Liverpool School of Arts and Design. 

Missy worked at the detective agency in the afternoon and attended university classes in the morning. Her good looks and athletic prowess attracted young men on campus. 

During her first year, she found her best friend, Malcolm Finch. He was a brilliant forward on the men’s team, with a bright future in club football. In fact, when he was offered a contract with the Shrewsbury Town Football Club, he had to forego his play at university. He was also the cutest lad Missy had ever seen. It didn’t take long for them to get to the hand-holding stage. In their second year at university, their friendship definitely turned to romance. They both knew that an engagement was in their future. 

That was until June seventeenth, 1924. Missy arrived on campus that day, changed into her uniform, and headed for the field for a morning practice. She saw a large crowd of players gathered, staring at something on the ground. Missy couldn’t see what it was until she elbowed her way into the group. Her world was turned upside-down. Lying on the ground was her sweetheart, with a knife protruding from his chest.  

Malcolm Finch was clearly dead. The ground was soaked with his blood and his face was ashen white. Missy tried to catch her breath as her ears buzzed from an adrenaline rush. Her knees suddenly buckled as she passed out and collapsed in a heap. 

Some of her teammates rushed to her side. A few moments later, Missy revived. “Someone, get a blanket,” yelled one of her friends. Missy was already shivering from the shock.

The police arrived shortly, along with an ambulance. The medical attendants spotted Missy still on the ground and rushed to her side. “Are you hurt?” she was asked. In between shudders, Missy shook her head no. 

“She’s the girlfriend of the boy who was stabbed,” a bystander said. Missy was helped to her feet and covered with a heavy blanket from the ambulance. “Let me help so we can check you out further,” a burly attendant said. It was only then that Missy cried.

In the meantime, the police kept the gathered crowd away from Malcolm’s body. “Did anyone see what happened?” a detective asked. There were shrugs and blank looks. 

“He was just lying there on the ground when we got here to practice. He was usually out here before the rest of us. Our club shares the field with the club teams a couple of days a week,” a girl responded. 

“His name is Malcolm Finch,” a teammate shared. 

“We need for everyone on the Shrewsbury Town Football Club to stay for interviews. The rest of you need to leave the scene, unless you have something to contribute to our investigation,” the officer said to those gathered.

Missy was taken to the university infirmary for observation. As soon as she was admitted, her first act was to call Penny Stone. “Penny, something awful has happened. Malcolm is dead. Can you come to the campus infirmary?” she asked.

“No, Missy. I can’t believe it. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

Winston was in the office with Penny when the call came. He insisted on driving Penny to the university. Both he and his daughter were devastated at the news. 

By the time they arrived, Missy had recovered somewhat. Shock was replaced with overwhelming sadness. Who would want to hurt Malcolm, and why? Missy asked herself.

Penny rushed to Missy’s bedside and held her tight. “I can’t believe this has happened,” Penny said. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she asked, “Why are you here? Were you hurt?”

“No. They said I was in shock and brought me here for observation.” 

Winston stayed back for the moment and now joined the conversation. “Missy, no matter what it takes, we’ll find out who did this to Malcolm. I promise.”

“I know you mean it, Winston. I don’t have any idea where to start. Nothing I knew about Malcolm indicated he was in any type of trouble.”

“When you’re cleared to leave, we can take you home. Do your parents know yet?” Winston asked.

“No. I’d rather talk to them in person. They said I’d be fit to leave in about half-an-hour. Can you wait that long?”

“Of course,” Penny said. “I’d imagine the police will want to talk with you soon, but let’s get you home. They can wait.”

To Missy, the drive home seemed to take forever. It had rained and low-hanging clouds clung to the top of trees and dipped close to the ground in some spots. She just stared out the window, trying to deal with her swirling emotions. 

The front door of her home was unlocked, so Missy, Penny and Winston went inside. Brian Westerly, Penny’s father, was just about to sit down to read the newspaper. The moment he saw his daughter, he knew something dreadful had happened. 

Missy ran and threw her arms around him and sobbed. “Daddy, someone’s killed Malcolm,” she cried. It took him a moment to process the news, wondering if he’d misheard. 

“Honey, sit down and tell me what you mean,” Brian whispered. “Was he in an accident?”

“No, father, he was stabbed to death on the football field. Nobody saw it happen. He was just lying there on the ground with a knife in his chest.” That was all she could say. Gulping sobs came in torrents.

Her mother arrived from the kitchen and took in the scene. All she could do was give her daughter a hug and wait for Missy to calm down. A minute later, Missy repeated the message for her mother’s sake. Sarah was heartbroken for her daughter. “Let me get everyone a cup of tea,” was all she could think to say, and headed for the kitchen. 

For the first time, Missy managed a tepid smile. “Mother thinks tea can solve any problem,” she said to no one in particular.

Penny and Winston didn’t stay long. “If you’re up to it tomorrow, Missy, we should drive you to the police station for your interview. After that we can go to the office and talk things through. Can you skip school in the morning?” Winston asked. 

“I couldn’t really face anyone right now. Can you pick me up about half ten? I think I could do with a sleep in,” Missy asked. 

Looking at her parents, Winston said, “If that’s all right with you two. It’s not a problem for us.”

“Thank you for taking this in hand, Winston. We’re both glad she has you and Penny in her life.”

On their way home, Penny and Winston didn’t say a word. Each was putting their investigative minds to the task at hand. Who murdered Malcolm Finch and why?

The next morning, they arrived back at Missy’s home. She was ready to go. They saw her determined look and could tell she, too, had put on her detective hat. The threesome had solved many cases together. Nothing needed to be said. They were in this together until the end.

Detective Hollingsworth invited them back to his office. After they were settled, Hollingsworth began. “Miss Westerly, please accept our condolences. We understand that you and Malcolm Finch were close. Campus murders never happen and if you are up to it, we need to understand more about Malcolm. Can you tell us about your relationship with the victim?”

Missy almost faltered, but set her jaw and began. “We were friends in the first year at university and we fell in love sometime thereafter. He was my person, and I loved him very much. I think we would have been engaged before the next term was up.”

“We want to help catch whoever did this,” Winston injected.

“I was just about to ask,” DI Hollingsworth said. “We’re short staffed at the moment and can use all the help we can find. I trust you and your agency completely, so you’ll have our full cooperation.”

Looking at Missy, the detective continued. “I suppose the obvious question is, have you any idea what this might have been about?”

“Malcolm was well liked by everyone,” Missy said. “He was an excellent student, an outstanding footballer, and his teammates on the Shrewsbury Town Football Club held him in high esteem. I can’t think of anything that happened recently, other than the loss of his last match, that bothered him at all. I’m sorry.”

“Was the loss especially concerning to him?” Hollingsworth asked. 

“He didn’t play very well, which was unusual. Until last week, they were undefeated, so he wasn’t really used to losing. He wasn’t happy about it, but who would be?”

“Point taken,” the DI said. “I’ll give you access to the coroner’s report when it’s ready. I have a suggestion, Winston, if you don’t mind. Perhaps Penny can work with the coroner and Missy can keep in contact with me about any progress you make. Winston, I leave it to you to coordinate your work anyway that you see fit. Why don’t we meet in a few days, unless you solve it before lunch?” Hollingsworth smiled. “I wouldn’t put it past you.”

The next day, Penny and her father met with Missy at their office. “Penny, I’m not sure what you can learn from the coroner. The cause of death seems rather obvious. However, you might as well call him and see what he has to say. DI Hollingsworth gave me his number. His name is Doctor Evan Carlyle.”

“I’ll find out when he’ll be available. In the meantime, Missy, are you up to looking into what happened to Malcolm or do you need some time?” Penny asked.

“I can’t just sit around doing nothing. Why don’t I meet with some of his teammates at the football club and see if I can learn anything from them? I’ve met a lot of them before.” She suddenly remembered Malcolm’s sister Ruth. “I’ve only met his sister a few times, but I should talk to her too,” Missy said.

“I’ll go to the university and see what I can learn,” Winston said. “Maybe a professor or administrator can shed some light on this for us. Let’s meet again tomorrow morning and compare notes. Since Hollingsworth wants Missy to coordinate with him, she can go to the police station if we have anything to report. Is that all right with you, Missy?”

“That’s fine. I’ll head out and find some lads. Some have classes at the university, but others in the club have jobs. It may take me a while.”

Penny saw Missy was on the verge of tears. She reached across the table and held her hand. “You know we’re here for you. If this gets to be too much, please speak up. You must be gutted.”

“I’d better keep a tissue handy. Maybe a whole packet,” Missy said with a forced smile. 

By the time they finished their conversation, it was getting close to lunchtime. Penny made a call to Doctor Evan Carlyle. His secretary said he could see her at half one, so Penny left the office and walked to her favorite eatery, Hanson’s, close to the office. 

She ordered a small meat pie and an apple tart for lunch and found a seat near the window. Penny loved to watch people as they strolled by. A waitress brought her food and a pot of tea. “This smells wonderful,” Penny smiled. “You make the best crust in town.”

“Thanks Penny. I’d give you the recipe but my boss would go pearshaped. Besides, you told me you can barely boil water, so it wouldn’t do you any good.”

Penny was savoring every bite when a man stopped and leaned against the glass of the eatery window. He pulled a newspaper from under his arm and flipped it open and began reading. To her horror, a photograph of Malcolm with a knife in his chest was on the left-hand page. The headline read:

FOOTBALLER MURDERED ON CAMPUS—NO LEADS THUS FAR.

The picture was quite graphic. Penny knew how awful Missy would feel if she saw the article. We need to solve this as soon as possible. I can’t imagine what Missy’s going through. 

The photograph did nothing for her appetite. She gulped down a second cup of tea, wrapped up the apple tart in a paper napkin, and shoved it into her purse. She left the pie half eaten, paid the bill, and headed to the coroner’s office.

She arrived early and sat in the waiting room. The secretary was about Penny’s age. “Is this a professional visit or personal?” the woman asked with a smile Penny didn’t quite understand.

“It’s professional,” Penny smiled back. 

“Sorry. He seems your type?” 

Penny left the comment unanswered and grabbed a magazine from a table next to her. Is this a coroner’s office or a dating service? she wondered.

About ten minutes later, the coroner walked down the hallway and introduced himself. “Doctor Evan Carlyle, at your service. You must be Penny Stone. Inspector Hollingsworth told me to help you any way I can. It’s nice to meet you.”

He’s not what I expected, Penny thought as she reached out and shook the man’s hand. 

“Forgive me,” Evan said. “You were expecting a middle-aged professorial-type with bifocals with and a pallid complexion,” he laughed. “Don’t worry, I get that look a lot.” 

Standing before her was an athletic-looking man with light brown hair. His smile lit up the room, and he had a kind, intelligent face that drew her in. “I suppose you’re right,” Penny laughed in return. “You must be old enough to have a medical degree. How early did you start your studies?”

“I’m a lot older than you might think. Thirty-five, to be exact. I’ve been a coroner for ten years. Now that we have that out of the way, why don’t you come back and we can discuss your case? We can talk in my office, or if you want to see the body, we can go down the hall.” Penny paused, trying to decide if she was up to it.

“I’ve never seen an autopsy before, but I suppose in my line of work I’d better try it,” Penny said. 

“If it gets too much for you, just let me know?” the doctor smiled. 

“Lead on,” Penny gulped.

The smell in the autopsy room wasn’t unbearable, but Penny was nervous. Lying on a stainless-steel table was the body of Malcolm Finch. Quite colorless, he seemed almost like a waxen figure, other than the heavily discolored wound in his chest. As she approached, the floor seemed to fall away from her and she lost her balance. Only the quick reaction of doctor Carlyle saved her from hitting the floor. 

After she recovered her equilibrium, Penny said, “Not an auspicious beginning.”

“Not to worry. The last person threw up on my shoes. Thanks for not repeating that,” Evan laughed.

Once she came to terms with the corpse in front of her, she could detach her feelings and observe Malcolm more scientifically. “Believe it or not, I have seen pictures of different wounds. Something about this doesn’t seem quite right,” Penny observed.

“I’m impressed,” Doctor Carlyle said. “Tell me what seems amiss, if you don’t mind?”

“Something about the angry tissue around the wound and his lips seem odd. Why are they a bluish purple?”

“That was a mystery until earlier this morning,” Evan said. “I revisited the wound cavity and found poison. The knife wound itself might have been survivable, but there must have been poison on the blade itself. He was dead almost instantly.”

“Do you know what kind of poison?” Penny asked.

“That’s still a mystery, I’m afraid. It’s not rat poison or cyanide, though the bluing of the lips you pointed out made me think of that first. I should be able to narrow it down by tomorrow. Could you come back, say, just before lunch?” 

The thought of another visit wasn’t her favorite idea. “Do you suppose you could call me at my office instead? I’m not sure of my schedule yet,” Penny asked. She sensed some disappointment in his expression, but he quickly agreed. 

“Thank you, Miss Stone. I’d be glad
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