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            PRELUDE

          

          DUNDEE, SCOTLAND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FEBRUARY 1864

      

      

      Walter Abernethy turned the false key in the keyhole and gently pushed the door. When the hinges squealed, Abernethy paused for a moment and hugged the shadows, feeling the rapid patter of his heart. Only when nobody appeared did he step inside the room, with his distrustful companion a few feet behind.

      Without a word, Abernethy moved to the back wall with the thin beam of light from his bull’s eye lantern bouncing in front of him. The room was devoid of personality, characterless as if waiting for human occupancy to give it a soul. The furniture attempted to make up for the lack of life by providing bulk: a heavy oaken four-poster bed, clumsy wooden chairs, and a Jacobean-style table that seemed to be carved from a single block of wood.

      “Door,” Abernethy said, and the second man closed the door and pulled the bolt across.

      “Here,” Abernethy handed over the lamp and began to roll back the carpet. The second man helped until they had cleared a third of the floor, exposing the wooden floorboards beneath. Abernethy held out his hand, and the second man produced a chisel, which Abernethy used to lever up four floorboards. The first made a slight noise that caused him to stop, while the next three were silent. He laid them at his side and examined the floor beneath the boards.

      “Lathe and plaster,” Abernethy said softly, “Pass me an auger.” The second man produced an auger from the bag he carried. Very carefully, Abernethy drilled holes in the floor, forming an eighteen-inch square and brushing away the dust with a gloved hand.

      “Ready?” Abernethy asked.

      When the second man nodded, Abernethy put pressure on the square within the holes, pushing until the entire section gave way, to fall into the room below with a crash like the end of the world.

      “Jesus!” The second man blasphemed as Abernethy waited for the dust to settle. Reaching inside the bag, he produced a knotted rope, tied one end to the closest leg of the four-poster and climbed hand-over-hand into the darkness below.

      “Light!” Abernethy breathed, and the second man shone the lantern, so a pencil-thin beam of light illuminated the room.

      “Over here!”

      The room was empty except for a desk and a large green safe. A pile of blank notepaper on the desk bore the heading Royal Hotel, Dundee. Ignoring the desk, Abernethy crouched at the front of the safe, tested the mechanism with a series of keys, and then set to work.

      “Hurry,” the second man glanced behind him, starting at non-existent sounds.

      “Quiet!” Abernethy hissed. He placed his ear to the safe. “These things need time.”

      As Abernethy worked, the second man watched, hoping to pick up some tricks of the trade. He grunted in satisfaction as Abernethy gave a slight nod, turned both his keys, and opened the door.

      “Here we are,” Abernethy said, looking at the contents.

      A small cashbox stood next to a larger canvas bag, with a thin pile of banknotes at the side. Abernethy scooped everything into a soft leather case that the second man produced from his bag.

      “I’m watching you, remember,” the second man warned. “If you try to gull me, I’ll tell Himself.”

      “I know what you’re doing,” Abernethy sounded bitter.

      On the second shelf, a diamond necklace wore a small label, which Abernethy read.

      Mrs Annabelle Gordon, Room 16.

      “Sorry, Mrs Gordon,” he said, “you’ve lost your prize jewels.” He showed the label to the second man. “What do you think?”

      “I’m no scholar,” the second man said, indicating his inability to read.

      “Of course not,” Abernethy said. “Come on, let’s get out before somebody hears us.” Reaching into his pocket, he produced a plain biscuit and crushed it, sending a cascade of crumbs onto the floor. “My calling card,” he said.

      “You’re a bloody idiot,” the second man commented.

      “Maybe, but at least I can read.”

      They left the same way they had entered, closing the door behind them, and climbing out a back window before clambering down a waterspout. When they reached the back of the hotel, they walked through a dark close to Union Street, where streetlights forced caution upon them.

      “This way.” A smirr of rain carried the salt air of the German Ocean as the second man led them to Mint Close.

      “One more to rob, and we’re finished,” Abernethy reminded.

      “No, wait!” The second man pointed to a draper’s shop in Reform Street. “We’ll do that as well.”

      “It’s not on the list, James,” Abernethy hissed. “I can feel the bluebottles are close.” He looked around, listening for the portentous tread of polished boots.

      “Himself gave us the beat times,” James said. “We’ve plenty of time for an extra. Follow me!” Climbing up a lamppost, he stretched across to the flat roof of Spence and Company, one of Dundee’s leading drapers. A cupola graced the roof, and James scraped away the putty from a pane of glass and looked down.

      “I don’t do petty theft,” Abernethy said. “I’m a professional.”

      “You do as I say.” James relished his temporary authority, “or I’ll tell Himself you refused to co-operate. How’d you like that, eh? An old Demon like you?”

      “You’re a bastard,” Abernethy said.

      “Come on!” taking a length of rope from his bag, James secured it on the roof and dropped it into the darkness below. “You first!”

      Abernethy looked around the shop in contempt as James forced open the office door and peered inside.

      “Here’s the desk,” James said. “There’s nae safe for you.” Forcing open the drawer, he swore. “Maistly just browns - copper coins - but I dinnae care a boddle. We can spend them, tae,” he scooped the cash into the leather bag, laughing. With a glance over his shoulder at Abernethy, he pocketed a pound in silver. “Come on, Abernethy, help yourself.”

      “We’re wasting time,” Abernethy said. “We have a timetable.”

      “Your timetable can go to the devil!”

      As Abernethy watched, James lifted half a dozen items of clothing, helping himself to a coat and waistcoat. “Here,” James opened a box and hauled out a dozen pairs of men’s underwear. “I could do with new drawers,” he laughed high-pitched and stripped off his clothes there and then.

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Abernethy said as the second man dropped his stained and threadbare underwear on the floor, stood naked for a moment with the lamplight playing on his pale, thin body, and pulled on a new pair of drawers.

      “Come on,” Abernethy urged as the second man fastened his trousers with clumsy fingers. “We have one more job.” He did not crumble a biscuit here, for petty theft was beyond him.

      Still laughing, James grabbed the bag, swarmed up the rope, waited for Abernethy to follow, untied the knot, and returned to Reform Street. “Lead on Abernethy, and I’ve got my eye on you, remember.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          POLICE OFFICE, BELL STREET, DUNDEE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JANUARY 1864

      

      

      Chief Constable Donald Mackay tapped bony fingers on the desk. “What do you know about Mr Muirhead, Watters?”

      “He’s a shipowner, sir,” Sergeant George Watters replied. “He’s the managing owner of at least two of the Dundee Greenland Whaling Company’s vessels.”

      Mackay tapped his fingers again. “Anything else?”

      Watters shook his head. “No, sir. Mr Muirhead has never come to my attention. Why, sir, have we caught him shoplifting?”

      Mackay ignored the attempt at humour as his pale blue eyes fixed on Watters. “He’s come to your attention now, Watters. I want you to find out everything about him.”

      “Yes, sir. Why is that?”

      In response, Mackay tossed a file across the desk. “Read that, Sergeant.” He waited as Watters opened the buff folder and scanned the contents.

      “A small vessel, Toiler, sank on her passage between Stromness and Dundee,” Watters said. “And the owner, Mr Muirhead, has her insured with two separate companies. Do we suspect scuttling, sir?”

      Mackay leaned back in his chair. “You’re the detective, Watters. Take the file away, dig a little, and come back to me with your conclusions.” He waited until Watters reached the door before calling him back. “Oh, and Watters, there has been an increase in the number of burglaries recently.”

      Watters turned around. “So I hear, sir. Thefts from hotels and shops, I believe.”

      “That’s correct. Look into it, will you? Deal with the scuttling case first. I doubt that will occupy you for long, then look into the burglaries.”

      “Yes, sir,” Watters said and made to turn away.

      “Oh, wait, Watters, I have another matter to discuss with you.”

      “Yes, sir?” Watters knew that Mr Mackay would not have let him off so easily.

      “I may wish to increase the detective establishment of the force.” Mackay leaned back in his chair, pressed his fingers together, and watched Watters’ reaction through his cold northern eyes.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “What do you think of that?”

      “We could always use another couple of men, sir,” Watters said. “Much of our time is spent inspecting pawn shops for stolen goods and giving evidence at court rather than detecting crimes.”

      “I’m glad you agree,” Mackay said dryly. “I have the finances for only one position, with two officers in mind. Both will join you shortly. Use them, assess their attributes and weaknesses, and report back to me.”

      “Yes, sir,” Watters said.

      “I can only afford one more man,” Mackay reminded, “so they are in direct opposition to one another.”
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        * * *

      

      Watters returned to his desk in the duty room, where Constables Scuddamore and Duff were scraping their pens over a seemingly endless pile of forms and routine paperwork. Both looked up as Watters slid onto his chair.

      “Keep working, lads,” Watters said. “We’ve got three jobs now. One is to look into the recent burglaries, and the second is a scuttling case.”

      “And the third, Sergeant?” Scuddamore asked.

      “We’re nursemaiding a couple of Johnny Raws,” Watters explained about the possible augmentation of their numbers.

      “Two more men?” Duff grinned. “Well, they’d better be good. Do you know who they are, Sergeant?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I hope they’re experienced officers and not starry-eyed young hopefuls who think policing is romantic and exciting.” Scuddamore dripped ink from his pen-nib onto the topmost document on his desk, swore and reached for his blotter.

      “Which case are we going to concentrate on, Sergeant?” Scuddamore asked.

      “The scuttling,” Watters said. “With luck, we should get that out of the way in a few days and then we can look at the thefts. I don’t know when these new men will come.” He flourished the Muirhead file. “This rubbish is all about Mr Muirhead, whom Mr Mackay suspects of scuttling one of his vessels. I’ll read this thing and see if it’s of any interest to us.”

      “I’ve never worked on a scuttling case before,” Duff said.

      “Most are insurance frauds,” Watters told him. “A shipowner over-insures a vessel, takes her out to sea, and sinks her. Mr Mackay wants us to see if this vessel, Toiler, follows that pattern.” He looked at the empty mug beside his blotter. “I work better with a full mug of tea, though, Scuddamore.”

      “Aye, these new lads had better be good at making tea,” Scuddamore said, standing up. “I want none of that wishy-washy coloured-water stuff.”

      Only when Scuddamore filled Watters’ mug from the teapot that sat permanently on the grate did Watters open the file and study the contents.

      “Right, lads,” he said at length. “This looks like a simple case of scuttling, but I want your opinions.”

      Duff and Scuddamore left their administrative work without hesitation and pulled their chairs closer to listen to Watters.

      Watters sipped at his tea. “Toiler was a small, elderly vessel without much value, so it seems strange to insure her. According to this account, she was only thirty-five tons, and she sprung a leak off the Redhead by Montrose.”

      Scuddamore nodded. “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “The report here claims that as the water within Toiler rose, the crew abandoned her fifteen miles off Bodden, and rowed to Montrose.” Watters looked up. “That sounds fairly straightforward until we reach the speculation that the master, or one of the crew, either forced out the bow plates or bored holes in the hull.”

      “Is there any justification for the speculation, Sergeant?” Duff asked.

      “Perhaps,” Watters said. “Toiler was heavily insured; she was worth perhaps £300, but Muirhead insured her for £925, with two different companies.”

      Duff grinned as he sipped his tea. “That sounds plain enough then, Sergeant. A shipowner with a poor-quality vessel looking to make a quick profit. Who’s the owner?”

      “Muirhead,” Watters said.

      “Keith Muirhead?” Scuddamore asked.

      Watters checked the file. “The very same.”

      “But Muirhead’s one of the most successful merchants in Dundee,” Scuddamore said. “He’s got no need to scuttle a vessel for a few hundred pounds. He must be worth tens of thousands. He lives in a palace out by the Ferry.” The Ferry, or Broughty Ferry, was a salubrious town a few miles east of Dundee and the home of many of Dundee’s elite merchant class.

      Duff grunted. “That’s how these people get rich, Scuds. They take every advantage, twist every law to suit themselves, and bleed the poor to line their wallets.”

      Watters put down his mug. “We’re not here to judge the man’s morals, Duff, only to see if he’s breaking the law. “I want to find out all you can about Keith Muirhead. Scuddamore, you talk to his employees and see their opinion of their master. Duff, go to his bank – the Tayside Bank – and speak to their new manager, a fellow called MacBride. Look at Muirhead’s bank balance if Mr MacBride allows.”

      Both detectives rose at once, happy to escape the drudgery of administration.

      “I’ll talk to the insurance companies,” Watters said. “With luck, we should wrap this up in a couple of days. With a lot of luck, by tomorrow.”

      The Dundee Maritime and Household Insurance Company boasted that it had offices across eastern Scotland. Its Dundee office was in Dock Street, on the second floor of a building a hundred yards from the Dundee Perth and London Shipping Company and only a biscuit toss from Muirhead’s Greenland Whaling Company.

      Although the common close was unassuming, the insurance company’s name was inscribed in gold lettering on the door, and the reception hall was brightly lit, with a smell of polished wood and brass. The young man behind the desk greeted Watters with a smile.

      “Yes, sir? May I help you?”

      “I am Sergeant George Watters of the Dundee police, and I wish to view the insurance policy of the vessel Toiler, owned by Keith Muirhead.”

      The clerk looked nonplussed for a moment. “I am not sure if I am allowed to do that,” he said.

      Watters had expected such a response. “Then fetch somebody who has the authority,” he ordered. “I’ll wait,” he consulted the silver watch that Marie had given him on their third wedding anniversary, “for five minutes, and then I’ll start to look myself.”

      Within three minutes, the clerk returned with an older man in a wing collar.

      “It’s quite against company policy,” the older man said. “Quite.”

      Watters leaned over the small wooden half-door that barred entry to the office's inner Sanctorum, snapped open the bolt, and stepped inside.

      “Show me where you keep your files,” Watters said, “and I’ll search myself.”

      “It’s against company policy,” the older man repeated, pulling at his collar as Watters strode inside the office and looked around, with his cane balanced over his shoulder and his low-crowned hat pushed back on his head. The room was large, with three tall windows overlooking the street below, four desks for the clerks, and a fireplace. A heavy, glass-fronted bookcase dominated one wall, and wooden pigeonholes another.

      “Here we are,” Watters pointed his cane at the rows of pigeonholes, each containing bundles of documents tied with white linen ribbons. “Do you file by ship name or company name?” He removed the documents from one pigeonhole. “I’ll empty these on the floor if I don’t need them.”

      “Oh, no.” The elderly man put his thin hands on Watters’ arm. “No, sir, you mustn’t do such a thing. These files are confidential.”

      “I only want one,” Watters said. “The policy that concerns Mr Muirhead’s Toiler.”

      The elderly man pulled at his collar again. “Over here,” he submitted at last. “We file by the client’s name, and Mr Muirhead is under M.”

      Watters walked with the elderly man to the third column of pigeonholes. “Thank you, Mr…”

      “Gallacher,” the elderly man seemed equally reluctant to part with his name. “Edward Gallacher.”

      “Thank you, Mr Gallacher,” Watters delved into the three pigeonholes under the letter M. The contents of the first compartment were of no interest, but the next had a dozen documents neatly tied together with a strip of linen. “Are these all Mr Muirhead’s vessels?”

      Mr Gallacher considered before answering. “Yes, Sergeant Watters.”

      Watters lifted the bundles. “I’ll borrow these as evidence and return them when the case is closed.” He gave an ironic bow. “Thank you, Mr Gallacher.”

      Gallacher nearly tied his hands in a knot as he watched Watters carry his documents out of the office. “Please don’t forget to return them, Sergeant Watters.”

      The second insurance company was in Edinburgh, only an hour and a half’s journey by rail but a different world from the boisterous, smoky streets of Dundee. Watters admired the neo-classical architecture of George Street as he searched for the office, which was at street level, with marble columns surrounding the door. Once past the uniformed commissionaire, he found the clerks even less helpful than their Dundee counterparts.

      “Dundee Police?” A middle-aged man with greying whiskers stared suspiciously at Watters. “This isn’t Dundee, you know.”

      “I know,” Watters said, perusing a familiar set of wooden pigeonholes. “Do you file by ship name or company name?”

      “Our clients each have a personal file,” the clerk tried to prevent Watters from pushing past. He glanced at the commissionaire for support.

      “Ah, thank you,” Watters said, extracting the documents under Muirhead’s name. “I’ll return these when the case is closed.” He paused at the door. “One more thing, Mr…”

      “Edmund Fairbairn.”

      “Mr Fairbairn. Could you describe Mr Muirhead to me?”

      Fairbairn pulled at his whiskers. “I did not meet the man. My assistant, Mr Beaumont, dealt with that enquiry.”

      Mr Beaumont was a sandy-haired man with steady blue eyes. “I remember Mr Muirhead well,” he said.

      “Could you describe him to me?” Watters asked.

      Beaumont furrowed his forehead. “He was a well-set-up gentleman, with a very upright stance.” His frown deepened with the struggle to remember. “Mr Muirhead was nearly military in attitude and very tall. Taller than you and me.”

      “How old?” Watters asked.

      “He was a young man. I would say in his middle thirties,” Beaumont nodded. “Yes, perhaps thirty-five or thirty-six.” He nodded to emphasise his words.

      “Did Mr Muirhead come in person? Or did he send a clerk?”

      “He came in person,” Beaumont said.

      “Thank you, Mr Beaumont. I may return to ask you more questions,” Watters said.

      He returned to Dundee in a thoughtful frame of mind for aspects of the case that were unclear.
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        * * *

      

      “Right, lads, how did you get on?” Watters leaned back in his chair, with the winter rain hammering at the window beside him.

      Scuddamore shook his head. “I found nothing unusual, Sergeant. I spoke to a dozen of Mr Muirhead’s employees, including his secretary, and none of them had a bad word to say about the man.” Scuddamore consulted his notebook. “The comments include phrases such as “excellent employer,” “a true gentleman,” and “always polite.” He smiled. “They do say he is careful with money, but that is the mark of any merchant in Dundee.”

      “Thank you, Scuddamore,” Watters said. “How about you, Duff?”

      Duff shook his head. “The bank manager did not release the books to me, Sergeant, but he said Mr Muirhead’s accounts were extremely healthy and showing an annual increase. I need a magistrate’s order to view the figures.”

      Watters nodded. “We’re not at that stage yet. Would you say that Mr Muirhead does not need to scuttle his ships, then?”

      “I would say that he does not, Sergeant,” Duff agreed. “There was one thing that I thought unusual, though.”

      “What was that, Duff?”

      “Mr MacBride told me that Muirhead’s accountant, a fellow Mackenzie, opened a new account for him last week and put in six hundred pounds.”

      Watters smiled. “Six hundred pounds? That is interesting, Duff. That’s the same figure as the Scottish and English Mutual paid out.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Was the account in Muirhead’s name, the company name or Mackenzie’s name?”

      “Mr Muirhead’s name,” Duff said.

      “In that case, gentlemen, we have an investigation on our hands,” Watters said, with a smile. “I do not believe that Mr Muirhead insured his vessels twice, and in a few moments, I’ll tell you why. Pour the tea out, Scuddamore, and make it strong.”

      Scuddamore grinned and brought over three mugs with the tea black as tar. Watters added a stiff dram of whisky from a bottle he had in his bottom drawer.

      “Real peat-reek boys, from an illicit still in the Angus Glens. If you drink it naked, it will lift the skin from your throat.” He tasted his tea, coughed, and added another drop. “We’re back on a case, lads, not just our normal petty theft and drunken brawls.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said.

      “Well,” Watters held up his mug. “Here’s to us, lads, wha’s like us?”

      “Damned few,” Scuddamore said as the three mugs clinked together.

      “And they’re a’ deid!” Duff said, grinning.

      They drank, gagged, and drank again.

      “Now, Watters said, “here are the insurance documents for Toiler, one from the Dundee Maritime Company and one from the Scottish and English Mutual.” He laid both on the desk. “I want you to read both and tell me what you think.”

      Scuddamore scanned both documents. “The Dundee Maritime is dated earlier,” he said. “April 1856, while the Scottish and English Mutual is October 1863, just a few months ago.”

      “That’s one thing,” Watters said. “Anything else?”

      “Mr Muirhead signed both,” Duff said, “but with different signatures. And the Dundee Maritime is for only £325 while the Mutual is for £600.”

      “That’s strange, don’t you think?” Watters asked. “The later one, when the ship is older, for nearly twice the amount, and with different signatures.”

      “The Dundee Maritime says K. L. Muirhead, and the Mutual says Keith Muirhead.” Duff reread the names.

      “I don’t think the same person signed both documents,” Watters said.

      “Do you think somebody forged Mr Muirhead’s signature?” Scuddamore asked.

      “I do,” Watters said.

      “Why would they do that?” Scuddamore asked.

      “That is what I intend to find out.” Watters sipped more of his tea. “Or rather, that’s what we will all find out.”
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      “Forget the scuttling for a minute, Sergeant. Have you seen this?” Scuddamore nearly threw the poster onto Watters’ desk. “They’re all over the town.”

      “What is it?” Watters unfolded the paper and read.

      
        
        Fellow Irishmen!

        Now’s the time, and now’s the hour!

        For too long, Ireland has struggled under British oppression. Now the Fenian Brotherhood has arrived to remove the colonial chains and free Ireland. We call upon all True Irishmen who love the Shamrock and the Green to gather in Dundee.

        Eirinn go Brách.

      

      

      “What the devil?” Watters shook his head. “The last thing we want in Dundee is trouble between the Irish and the Scots.”

      “I agree, sir,” Scuddamore said. “I thought we’d seen the last of these troublemakers, and here they are again.”

      “I met some of these lads when I worked in London,” Watters said. “They are a formidable crew. Best look into it, Scuddamore, but don’t forget the scuttling case is our priority.”

      Watters looked up as two uniformed constables approached them. One man was about thirty-five, tall, broad-shouldered, and erect. The second was smaller, slighter, and looked more nervous than Watters expected from a policeman.

      “Here come the Johnny Raws,” Scuddamore said quietly, putting a sheet of blank paper on top of the poster.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” Watters said as the two constables stopped six feet from his desk. “What do you want?”

      The tall man acted as a spokesman. “Mr Mackay sent us, Sergeant. He said you have to assess us as possible detectives.”

      Watters looked them over before speaking. “Do you have names, Constables?”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” the taller man said. “I am Constable Richard Boyle, 236, and this is Constable Shaw, 239.”

      “Well Constable Boyle 136, and Constable Shaw 239, here’s what I want you to do.” Watters pointed to the kettle that sat on the grate. “We need hot tea ready at all times, so that’s your first job. I am not getting you out of uniform until I see how good you are.”

      Constable Shaw looked disappointed as Boyle checked the kettle and refilled it. Watters waited until Boyle placed the kettle on the grate.

      “The second thing,” Watters said, “is to look at this document Detective Scuddamore has brought in.” He dragged the garish poster from under its folder.

      Both prospective detectives read the poster. “It looks as if the Fenians are organising something in Dundee,” Shaw said helpfully.

      “You’re right,” Watters encouraged. “What do you know about the Fenians?”

      “They’re an organisation in Ireland and America,” Boyle said. “They want Ireland to be separate from Great Britain.”

      Watters leaned back, aware that Scuddamore was listening to every word. “Where do you think we might find the Fenians?”

      Shaw and Boyle looked at each other for inspiration.

      “Ireland?” Shaw hazarded.

      Watters hid his impatience. “Boyle said that. Where in Dundee might they be found?”

      “Where the Irish have settled,” Boyle said.

      “Which is?” Watters felt as if he were drawing teeth.

      “Scouringburn, Lochee, and Hilltown,” Shaw said at once.

      “Quite so,” Watters said. “Those are the areas in which I wish you to operate today and tomorrow. Do your normal duty shifts in uniform, then wear civilian clothes and tour these areas, listening for any signs of subversion or Fenianism.”

      “Double shifts?” Shaw asked.

      “Double shifts,” Watters replied, watching their reactions. He did not want any man who was shy of working long hours. “Now I’m sure Sergeant Murdoch has already allocated you a beat.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Boyle said.

      “Then get on it,” Watters watched them walk away.

      “That will keep them out of our way for a while,” Watters grunted, “and maybe they’ll find out something useful.”

      “Maybe, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said, “but I doubt it.”
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        * * *

      

      Red streaks between the early morning grey clouds promised a windy day to come. Watters hefted his golf bag, selected a club, and squinted along the fairway. “I was surprised to see you here, Mr Muirhead. I thought you were a member at the Balcumbie Club.”

      Mr Muirhead smiled. “I would be, Mr Watters, but the Dundee Artisan allows me to tee off earlier. Besides, the rates are lower.” His clubs looked well-used, even shabby. “I am happy to find a partner so early on a January morning.”

      “I grab a round whenever I can,” Watters squared off and swung, sending his ball soaring down the fairway. It bounced twice, then rolled to within a yard of the green.

      “Nice drive,” Muirhead said. “I can just about make out the ball.” He squinted up to the sky. “It’s still too dark for accurate golf, but the course is quiet at least.”

      “Any earlier, and we’d have to carry candles,” Watters said.

      Muirhead swung mightily, with the ball soaring along the fairway, to land with an awkward bounce and finish in a patch of rough.

      “Hard luck,” Watters sympathised. “You seem to be having a run of bad luck just now, losing Toiler as well.”

      “Toiler?” Muirhead hefted his bag and began the trudge along the frost-hard fairway. “Yes, that was a strange one. It seems her bow plates just opened up, and she went down in fifteen minutes. We were fortunate that nobody was lost.”

      “That’s always the prime concern,” Watters agreed. “Toiler was insured, wasn’t she?”

      “Oh, yes,” Muirhead said. “All my vessels are insured.” He smiled again. “I’m fortunate that the insurance office is only a step from the company offices.”

      “That will be the Dundee Maritime?” Watters asked, helping Muirhead find his ball in a tangle of rough grass and winter-brown bracken.

      “Yes,” Muirhead sounded disinterested. “Where’s that damned ball? I know it landed here somewhere!”

      “I believe that some shipowners have a second insurer as well,” Watters pointed his club to Muirhead’s ball.

      “Yes,” Muirhead said, shaking his head. “My ball’s in a damned bad lie. It will be a devil of a job to get it near the green from here.”

      “It’s a friendly game,” Watters said. “Kick it to a better lie. I won’t look.”

      Muirhead frowned. “I don’t do that,” he said. “I’ll try from here.” He swung and shook his head when the ball travelled six inches and settled back in the rough. “Stand back, Mr Watters, and I’ll try again.”

      Watters watched as Muirhead hacked at the ball, with every attempt moving it a few inches closer to the green. Eventually, the shipowner succeeded and finished with a beautiful putt that placed the ball in the hole.

      “You won that one,” Muirhead said.

      “I did, Mr Muirhead,” Watters agreed. “Did Toiler have a second insurer?”

      “Toiler? No. Are you in the insurance business, Mr Watters? If so, I’m afraid you’re wasting your time. I’ve been with the Dundee Maritime a long time and am perfectly happy with them.”

      “I’ve heard that the Scottish and English Mutual is equally good,” Watters said as they lined up for the next hole.

      “It may well be,” Muirhead swung first, with his ball travelling two thirds down the fairway. “That’s a better drive.”

      “Would you consider using the Mutual?” Watters swung, with his ball landing a hands-breadth from Muirhead’s.

      “I’ve never heard of it,” Muirhead said. “Are you here to play golf or to sell me ship insurance, Mr Watters?”

      “I’m not an insurance salesman, Mr Muirhead,” Watters said, as they strolled up the fairway with their feet making slight indentations on the grass. “I’m a policeman. Sergeant George Watters of the Dundee Police.”

      Muirhead looked sideways at Watters as he lined up his next shot. “Are you, indeed? Are you investigating me, Sergeant Watters?”

      “I am investigating the loss of Toiler,” Watters said.

      “Why is that?” Muirhead drove the ball onto the green, watching it bounce and roll back to the edge of the fairway.

      “Toiler was insured with two different companies, to a value far in excess of her worth, and sank in calm seas.” Watters placed his ball a little behind Muirhead’s.

      “I think you are mistaken, Sergeant,” Muirhead said. “I only ever insure with Dundee Maritime and never above the value of my vessels.” He chipped his ball beside the hole. “There, that’s better. No, Sergeant Watters, I don’t believe in wasting money on excess insurance premiums, and I’d never risk the lives of my men by deliberately sinking a ship.”

      “Nice shot, Mr Muirhead. I am afraid Toiler was insured with two different companies, sir. Dundee Maritime and the Scottish and English Mutual. I will bring the documentation to your office later today, and we can discuss matters further there.”

      “That would be best,” Muirhead gave Watters a stern look. “Then I can show you that you’re talking nonsense. Shall we say eleven o’clock?”

      “Eleven o’clock it is,” Watters watched Muirhead sink his shot, then followed suit. “A tied hole, I believe.”

      Muirhead glanced at the sky. “The weather’s breaking,” he said. “I shall have to get to work, Sergeant Watters. Eleven o’clock, then.”

      Watters watched Muirhead walk away, a man in his late thirties with a snap to his step.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Golfing, Sergeant?” Duff asked as Watters placed his clubs in the corner of the room.

      “Golfing with Mr Muirhead,” Watters said, pouring himself a mug of tea. “I’m meeting him at eleven in his office.”

      “Are you going to arrest him, Sergeant?”

      “If I think he’s guilty, I will,” Watters said. “At the minute, I am unsure. There are too many imponderables in the case. Anyway, golfers who lose rather than cheat are unlikely to fiddle their insurance companies.”

      “Is that why you played golf with him?” Duff asked.

      “You can find out a lot about a man’s character on the golf course,” Watters said.

      “What am I doing today?” Duff pushed his pile of paperwork away in a gesture of contempt.

      “You’re on pawnshop patrol,” Watters tasted his tea, pulled a face, and added another half-teaspoon of tealeaves. “Weak tea is suitable for children and old women,” he said. “If the brew doesn’t stain the spoon, it’s no good to anybody.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. Do you want me to do your normal pawnshops as well as my own?”

      “Well volunteered. It’s time you learned the Dock Street area.” Watters handed over a closely printed sheet of paper. “This is a list of property stolen in Dundee over the past week. You know the drill. If you find anything, arrest the pawnshop managers, and bring them in, together with the items. Theft is a bigger threat than violence and more prevalent than scuttling. Boyle and Shaw here will help you,” he said as the two prospective detectives walked over.

      Shaw glanced at the list. “There are hundreds of items here,” he said. “How will I identify them all?”

      “You won’t,” Watters said. “Read the list and find the most distinctive, then look for them. You’ll never identify one white shirt from a score or a pewter mug from a shelf-full, but if something has distinctive markings or a watch is engraved, then you have a chance. Selective detecting, Shaw; concentrate on what you can do, rather than wasting time on the impossible.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.” Shaw wrinkled his nose in distaste.

      Duff read through the list again. “A lot of this property is high value, Sergeant. Will the thief find a pawnshop able to sell it?”

      Watters shook his head. “That’s the property the thieves took from the Royal Hotel and the shop break-ins. I doubt any Dundee pawn would touch the expensive jewellery that’s easily identifiable. It is more likely the cracksman will sell it in Edinburgh or Glasgow, but keep your eyes open anyway.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Duff said.

      “Here’s Scuddamore. Take him with you. You’d both better all learn the area.”

      “Take me where?” Scuddamore poured himself a mug of tea. “It’s cold out there today. Playing golf later, Sergeant?”

      Watters glowered at him. “I played this morning, Scuddamore, when you were still lazing in bed.”
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        * * *

      

      Muirhead’s Greenland Whaling Company’s office fronted onto Dock Street, with a splendid view of the packed shipping in King William the Fourth Dock. Watters stepped into the reception area and stopped at the ornamental brass railing between him and the two busy clerks. He held a leather case in his left hand and his lead-weighted cane in his right.

      “I’m here to see Mr Muirhead!” Watters rapped his cane on the counter.

      The first clerk was about eighteen, with thin shoulders and slicked-back hair. He eyed Watters up and down. “Mr Muirhead doesn’t see anybody without an appointment,” he said.

      “I am Sergeant George Watters of the Dundee Police. Pray, tell Mr Muirhead that I am here.” Watters held the clerk’s gaze until he scurried away to fetch his master.

      Muirhead greeted Watters with a smile and an outstretched hand, which was unusual for a man that Watters had recently accused of scuttling a ship. “Come in, Sergeant Watters, and we’ll get this nonsense cleared up.”

      Muirhead’s office was large and plain, with oak-panelled walls and two tall windows overlooking the docks. Muirhead ushered Watters to a comfortable leather chair on one side of his desk, seated himself on the other and rang a small brass bell. “Tea, Sergeant? Or coffee? I feel it is too early yet for anything stronger.”

      “Tea would be most welcome, Mr Muirhead,” Watters said, looking around the office. Save for the desk, two chairs, and a single glass-fronted bookcase, the only items in the room were ship models, a clock, an old-fashioned harpoon, and a barometer.

      “Are these your ships, sir?”

      Muirhead’s eyes brightened. “Yes, they are, Sergeant.” He stepped across the room to the ship models. “The steam paddle-steamers are Toiler and Travail, the sail-powered coasters are Teresa and Tamerlane, and the whaling vessels are Guinevere, Arthur and Lancelot.” He paused beside the largest of the models. “This beauty is Lancelot, only launched last month, a steam-whaling ship and the pride of my fleet.”

      “She’s a beauty,” Watters caught Muirhead’s enthusiasm. “You must have invested a great deal of money in building her.”

      “I have,” Muirhead agreed. “Hunting the whales is a very chancy business, Sergeant. One good voyage can make a man, and one unsuccessful trip can break him. That is why I spread my money around in different ventures, although whaling is my primary concern.”

      With her three masts and sturdy construction, Watters could only admire Lancelot’s lines while Muirhead explained his situation. “Some of the smaller, one-man or one-ship whaling companies live on the edge of disaster with every voyage,” Muirhead said. “For them, even the capture of a single whale can make the difference between profit and loss, success or failure, the continuance of business or bankruptcy. I am in the fortunate position of being able to spread the risk between my different vessels and various business interests.”

      “I see, sir,” Watters said. “I am afraid I must return to the reason I am here, Mr Muirhead.”

      “Oh, yes, this insurance nonsense,” Muirhead reluctantly left his ship models and returned to his seat. “Let’s get that cleared up.” He looked up as a smart, young man entered the room. “Could you fetch us a pot of tea, please, Killen?”

      “Yes, sir.” Killen gave a small bow and withdrew.

      “I called around at the Dundee Maritime after our golf this morning to pick up the original documentation,” Muirhead said, “but it seems you beat me to it.”

      “I have the documents with me,” Watters said. “I believe you have the copies?”

      “My secretary looked them out for me,” Muirhead indicated the papers on his desk.

      When Killen brought the tea, Muirhead had him pour two cups and then handed over the insurance documents to Watters. “There you are, Sergeant, all in order.”

      Watters compared the copies with the originals. “Exactly the same, sir,” he said. “I notice you sign as K. L. Muirhead.”

      “Always,” Muirhead said. “My middle name is Lancelot. When I was younger, it embarrassed me to have such an unusual name, but now I use it as an extra form of security. Not many people know what the L stands for, you see.” He nodded to his ship models. “That’s why my whaling ships have Arthurian names, and I plan a Gawain in the near future.”

      “May I see some of your recent correspondence?” Watters asked.

      “Of course,” Muirhead sounded slightly irritated. He rang the bell again and ordered Killen to bring him his secretary.

      “This is Mr Forbes, my secretary,” Muirhead said.

      Forbes was a tall, thin man who looked down at Watters from a long nose.

      “And this is Sergeant George Watters of the Dundee Police,” Muirhead completed the introductions. “The sergeant wishes to see a selection of my signatures, Mr Forbes. Could you fetch some, please?”

      “No, no,” Watters said. “Just show me, Mr Forbes. I’ll come with you.” He was quite aware that Forbes could bring a selection of innocent signatures. He accompanied Forbes to an adjacent office.

      “I’ll look myself,” Watters said. “Where do you store copies of Mr Muirhead’s correspondence?”

      Muirhead was a prolific letter writer, with everything duplicated and neatly filed. Watters selected twenty letters at random over the past five years and found the same signature on each sheet of paper. “K. L. Muirhead.”

      “Thank you, Mr Forbes,” Watters said. “I may call on you again.”

      “Yes, sir,” Forbes gave a small bow.

      “Well, Mr Muirhead,” Watters returned to his previous chair and half-finished cup of tea. “I do not doubt that the Dundee Maritime Insurance documents are genuine, as is your signature.”

      “I am glad to hear it, Sergeant,” Muirhead said dryly.

      “That leaves us with these,” Watters produced the documents from the Scottish and English Mutual. “Which are for your vessels and bear your signature.”

      “Let me see these!” Muirhead held out his hand. He glanced at each document. “These are certainly for my vessels,” he said, “but that is not my signature.”

      “That’s what we thought, sir,” Watters said.

      Muirhead looked up. “Well, who the devil would wish to double insure my ships?”

      “That’s what we hope to find out, Mr Muirhead. Do you recognise the signature? The style of writing, sir?”

      “Devil a bit of it!” Muirhead said. “What possible profit can anybody make from such a scheme? The money would come to the company.” He looked up.

      “When the insurance companies pay the money,” Watters said. “Would they pay it directly to this office? To Mr Forbes, perhaps?”

      “No, sergeant,” Muirhead said. “Any monies are sent to my accountant, Mr Mackenzie.”

      Watters wrote the name in his notebook. “And what should Mr Mackenzie do with the money, Mr Muirhead?”

      “Why, he should pay it into my account, of course.” It was evident that the barrage of questions was irritating Muirhead.

      “Are there any circumstances where he could open another account?” Watters asked.

      “No,” Muirhead said. “Although I give him a free hand. I have known Bill – Mr Mackenzie – since we were at the High School together.”

      Watters nodded. “Thank you. Could you supply me with the logbook and the Articles of Agreement – the crew list - for Toiler?”

      “The logbook went down with the ship,” Muirhead said. “But I am sure that Mr Forbes has a copy of the Articles. He keeps one to pay the wages.” Muirhead rang his brass bell again and ordered Killen to fetch the list from Forbes.

      Watters checked to ensure the crew’s addresses were added and tucked the sheet safely inside his case.

      “Thank you, Mr Muirhead,” Watters decided he had asked sufficient questions for a friendly interview. “I appreciate your co-operation.” He packed away the insurance documents in his case and reached for his hat and cane.

      “I have a question to ask, Sergeant Watters,” Muirhead said. “This extra insurance affair. Did the money come from my accounts? Have I been charged with these unnecessary expenses?”

      “I am afraid I don’t know the answer to that, sir,” Watters said. “You’d better ask Mr Mackenzie.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that.” Muirhead gave a small smile. “Am I off the hook, Sergeant? Do you believe I am scuttling my vessels?”

      Watters jammed his hat on his head. “No, sir, I do not believe that you scuttled Toiler.”

      “Then tell me, Sergeant, why somebody is insuring my vessels, sometimes for more than they are worth?”

      “That, sir, remains a mystery,” Watters said.
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      The police headquarters at Bell Street was busy as always, with uniformed men arriving for their shifts or marching out for their regular beats. Two men struggled with a well-known prostitute, and one constable nursed a bruised face after attending a domestic dispute between husband and wife. Sergeant Murdoch looked up when Watters came in. “Afternoon, George,” he said. “About time you appeared. Mr Mackay has been asking for you this past two hours.”

      “I’ve been busy. What does Mr Mackay want?”

      “There’s been a robbery at Sinclair’s the Jewellers in the Nethergate,” Murdoch said. “Mr Mackay wants to talk to you about it.”

      “I’ll see him right away,” Watters said.

      Mr Mackay had his office on the top floor of the building, with a view to the prison next door. He looked up when Watters entered, put down the pen he had been holding and immediately began to speak.

      “Have you got your men onto the burglaries yet, Watters?”

      “Yes, sir, I have them working on tracing the stolen items.” Watters removed his hat and held it under his arm.

      “Good,” Mackay grunted. “Any results?”

      “I’ll find out in a few moments, sir. I’ve been concentrating on the scuttling case.” Watters removed his hat and placed it under his arm.

      “That should not take long,” Mackay said. “Find out who the insurance company pays the money to, and you have your man.”

      “It doesn’t appear to be as simple as that,” Watters said. “There are complications.”

      “Never mind that now,” Mackay waved away Watters’ words. “The scuttling is in the past; it’s done with. This spate of robberies is more important as they are ongoing. I want you to concentrate on them.”

      “I don’t think the scuttling was a one-off,” Watters said.

      Mackay leaned forward in his chair. “Is Toiler sunk?”

      “Yes, sir,” Watters said.

      “Was anybody drowned?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Then it’s a simple case of insurance fraud. Put it to the bottom of the pile and deal with it later. These burglaries are becoming serious, Sergeant, so I am ordering you to prioritise them.”

      “Yes, sir,” Watters said.

      “Go to Sinclair’s Jewellers and find out what happened,” Mackay said.

      “Yes, sir,” Watters turned around and marched out. Not until he returned downstairs did he vent his feelings in a sequence of words that should have blistered the ears of anybody listening.

      “Temper now, Sergeant,” Murdoch leaned against the corner of a door, puffing on a curved-stemmed pipe.

      “I feel I’m making progress on the scuttling case when the old man takes me off and sends me to deal with a jewellery theft!”

      “I know,” Murdoch said quietly, puffing smoke into the air. “How much was the ship worth?”

      “What?”

      “The ship, Toiler, how much was she worth?”

      “About three hundred and fifty pounds,” Watters said.

      “Well, this particular jewellery theft is worth two and a half thousand pounds, and it’s only one of many. Mr Mackay is doing you a favour by steering you away from the scuttling.” Murdoch removed the pipe from his mouth to add tobacco. “Anybody who catches the jewel robbery may be in line for a promotion, and wouldn’t Marie like that? Especially with her new baby.”

      “Two and a half thousand pounds!” Watters repeated. “That’s twenty years wages.”

      “I know,” Murdoch thrust the pipe back between his teeth. “That’s why Mackay wants you to find the thief. He could have sent Lieutenant Anstruther.”

      “Anstruther couldn’t find a puddle in a wet November,” Watters said.

      “Maybe aye, maybe och aye,” Murdoch added more smoke to the air. “But you’d better prove that you are better than him.”

      The Nethergate was one of Dundee’s principal streets, stretching from the City Churches and the High Street until it became the Perth Road and the western highway out of town. The term gate was from the old Scots word gait, meaning a street rather than a place of entrance. With shops at street level and residential tenements above, the Nethergate was bustling with shoppers and crowded with traffic. Sinclair’s, the Jewellers, was on the north side, a short step from the prostitute’s haven of Couttie’s Wynd. Watters saw Jim Bogle, one of his preachers, his informants, standing in the shadows of the Wynd, and nodded.

      I’ll speak to you later, Jim, my lad.

      Mr Sinclair was inside his shop when Watters arrived, with Scuddamore and Duff hurrying in a few minutes later.

      “Look what they’ve done, Sergeant Watters, look what they’ve done to my shop!” Sinclair was nearly in tears as he showed Watters the damage. “I had the door double-locked and iron shutters on all the windows. What more could I do?” He held onto Watters’ shoulder as if about to collapse. “I ask you, Sergeant Watters, what more could I do?”

      “I see they entered through the ceiling,” Watters looked at the mess in the back of the shop, with pieces of plaster and timber scattered on the floor.

      “Yes,” Sinclair said.

      Watters prodded his cane at the square hole in the ceiling and pulled at the length of knotted rope that hung from the flat above. “You,” Watters pointed to the youngest constable of the half dozen who swarmed in the shop, a man in his early twenties with clear, intelligent-looking eyes. “I don’t know you: what’s your name?”

      “Constable Macpherson, sir, number 147.”

      “Are you new to the force?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, welcome to the Dundee Police, and don’t call me sir. I’m only a sergeant. Has anybody been up there yet?” Watters pointed to the hole in the ceiling.

      “No, Sergeant,” Macpherson replied.

      “I thought not,” Watters said. “Duff, you and Scuddamore take over down here. Check the shop for anything the thieves may have left behind and get these blasted uniformed men away. Post two outside including this Macpherson fellow and send the rest back to Bell Street.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Duff said.

      “What a bloody mess,” Watters said as he climbed up the rope to the house above the shop. As he expected, the burglars had left nothing behind. There were no tools except the rope, no items of clothing. Nothing. Watters checked the front door lock, grunted, untied the rope, and dropped it into the shop below.

      “I’ll speak to the neighbours,” he shouted to Scuddamore through the square hole.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore was on his hands and knees, sifting through the mess for any clues as Sinclair continued to lament his bad fortune.

      The flat above Sinclair’s was one of ten in a common stair or a close as the Dundonians termed it. Watters inspected the lock, saw it had not been forced and checked the floor for footprints in the dust. There were two, one without any tread and one a half print of a worn boot.

      Two men, then, one wearing rubber over boots to deaden the sound and the other less professional and not successful, judging by the state of his footwear. That’s a start.

      Watters rapped on each door of the close and spoke to the inhabitants, asking if they had seen any strangers in the area recently.

      “Strangers? There are always strangers here,” the nearest neighbour viewed Watters with suspicion. “People coming and going all the time.”

      “Did any of them pay particular attention to the empty house?”

      The woman screwed up her face. “The landlord has been trying to make that place respectable these last few weeks.” She shook her head. “We used to have a right bad lot in there, Irish, you know, so he’s improving it and raised the rent to attract a better class of tenant.” She sniffed and looked Watters up and down as if assessing him to see if he was suitable for her close.

      “Who is the landlord?”

      “I don’t know,” the woman said. “I know that the factor is John Munro because he’s the factor for all the houses in this closie.”

      “John Munro. I’ll speak to him,” Watters scribbled down the name. “Thank you. Have there been any interested parties recently?”

      The woman frowned and then nodded. “Yes, a few.”

      “Do you recall any of them?”

      “No, they were just people. Quite respectable men mainly, compared to the rubbishy lot we used to have here. I remember that one was a policeman.” The woman smiled, with her eyes softening a little. “I hope he gets it. I would feel a lot safer with a policeman in the close, particularly as we’re so close to the women in the Wynd.” She lowered her voice. “A lot of them are flashtails, you know, hoors!”

      Watters nodded. “I am aware that many prostitutes live in the Wynd. Now, this policeman? Do you remember his name or number? He’ll have his number on his collar, just here,” Watters indicated the spot.

      “No, he was quite a handsome chap, though. And well-spoken. I think he was a sergeant or even a lieutenant.”

      “Thank you,” Watters said. If he could find the police officer, he might glean more information.

      Attracted by the voices, the other tenants of the close gathered round to give their opinions and advice. “I’ll send a police officer to take your statements,” Watters promised as he squeezed through the crowd and entered the shop. “Did you find anything, Scuddamore?”

      “Not a great deal, Sergeant. The thief picked the locks to get access to the display cases. He knew what he was doing and left no clues, sir.” Scuddamore said, “And he was either hungry or very relaxed.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Look, Sergeant,” Scuddamore pointed to the floor. “Biscuit crumbs.”

      “Biscuit crumbs?” Watters crouched on the ground. “So they are.” He collected a small amount and placed them in a bag. “Sergeant Donaldson found crumbs at the Royal Hotel break-in as well.”

      “I remember that, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “Maybe the thief is so nervous that he has to eat something.”

      “Maybe so,” Watters said. “I rather doubt it, though. I suspect it’s deliberate.” He stood up. “We’ll keep the crumbs in mind. Scuddamore, go to the close above and take everybody’s statement. Ask if they’ve seen a police officer looking at the flat and try to get his name. Mr Sinclair,” he looked around. “Where’s Mr Sinclair? Ah, there you are, sir. How much is missing? Do you have a list for us?”

      Sinclair had recovered some of his self-control. “Yes, Sergeant,” he said. “I’ve got everything written down.”

      “Good,” Watters took the list. “I’ll have the details sent around the country, and we’ll check the local pawns and fences tonight, although I doubt we’ll find much in Dundee.” He touched Sinclair on the arm, “are you insured, Mr Sinclair?”

      The question steadied Sinclair further. “Yes, Sergeant. Yes, I am insured.”

      “Then I suggest you put in your claim,” Watters said. “I also suggest you improve the security of your shop, or any future insurance claims will be invalid.”

      “What more could I do?” Sinclair asked.

      “Put iron plates on the ceiling and floor,” Watters said, “or the next burglar will follow the same technique. If they can’t get in the doors or windows, they’ll come in from above or below.”

      Sinclair nodded vigorously. “Yes, Sergeant, I’ll see to it right away.”

      “You do that,” Watters said. “And maybe employ a dog.”

      “A dog?”

      “Nothing daunts a thief more than a dog. Employ a couple of dogs, a large one with lots of teeth, and a small terrier that barks the alert. A dog is better than a padlock and more reliable than a human watchman.” Watters paused. “Watchmen can be bribed or coerced to look the other way.”

      Having given his advice, Watters had a last scout around the shop. The light reflected on something small on the ground, and he stooped to pick it up. It was a rectangle of thin metal, less than half-an-inch long.

      “Is this from your stock, Mr Sinclair?”

      “Let me see.” Sinclair hurried over, anxious to retrieve any of his stolen goods. “No,” he shook his head in disappointment. “That’s cheap metal. We don’t stock anything of such inferior quality.” Sinclair examined it. “You see how it has broken off? That’s part of a small buckle. A lady’s shoe perhaps, or a pair of braces.”

      “Thank you, Mr Sinclair,” Watters put the piece of buckle safely in his pocket. “I’ll keep hold of this for just now.”

      Duff was watching. “Is that another clue, Sergeant?”

      “It may be Duff, or maybe a customer dropped it.” Watters lifted the rope he had detached and left the shop. “Come on, Duff, we have some investigating to do.”

      “What do you think, Sergeant?” Duff stopped outside the shop, where Sinclair could not hear him. “What do you think happened?”

      “Two men, Duff. One was a professional who knew exactly what he was doing. At some time over the last few days, he checked the house above the shop, got an impression of the lock and had a false key made. I suspect he came in the guise of a prospective tenant.”

      “Does the agent keep a list of viewers, Sergeant?”

      “You can check, Duff,” Watters said. “One of the prospective tenants was a police officer, which might help. Last night, our cracksman returned to the house, wearing rubber overshoes, and with a companion who wore old, worn shoes, a man who is not a success in his profession. He bored the holes to weaken a section of the ceiling, scrambled down the rope, picked the showcase locks, took the best of the jewels, and left the same way. I want to know how many professional thieves in Dundee could do that and who viewed the house.”

      Duff scratched his head. “Do you think Mr Sinclair was involved, Sergeant?”

      “You mean another insurance fraud? Mr Sinclair stealing his own stock and claiming the insurance as well? That’s a possibility. I am not discounting any possibility.” Watters passed the rope to Duff. “Find out about this rope, Duff. See if it’s special in any way and if we can trace it.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “I’m going to speak to the factor of the close,” Watters said, “and we’ll find out which policeman was interested in renting the house above the jewellers.”

      John Munro was a plump man with a friendly demeanour and hard eyes. He greeted Watters with an outstretched hand, invited him into his office and produced a pile of documents about the house.

      “I’m the factor for the entire close,” Munro said. “That residence, 1/1 – the first house on the first floor - has been troublesome for some time, indeed, with a succession of less than reliable tenants.” He lowered his voice as if imparting a great secret. “Some of them were Irish.”

      “Ah,” Watters nodded. “Irish.”

      “I imagine you know all about the Irish, Sergeant.” Munro put a finger alongside his nose. “You’ll deal with them a lot in your line of work, I imagine.”

      “My wife is Irish,” Watters said blandly. “She’s from Dublin.”

      “Oh,” Munro looked away.

      “Now, Mr Munro,” Watters did not pursue the subject. “Did you keep the names and addresses of the people who were interested in this house?” Watters asked.

      “Yes, Sergeant.” Munro fumbled through his papers and produced a list.

      “Thank you,” Watters scanned the names. He knew the cracksman would have visited to inspect the house and get an impression of the lock. However, he would have used a false name. Although some criminals attempted to be very clever by assuming the same alter-egos, in this case, none of the names was familiar. “I see you have a man pretending to be a police Lieutenant,” Watters pointed to the name. “Lieutenant Kinghorn.”

      “Pretending?” Munro said. “I am sure it was no pretence, Sergeant,” Munro said.

      “Describe him to me,” Watters demanded.

      Munro looked blank, as Watters had expected.

      “Did you meet him?”

      “No, Sergeant.”

      “We have no Lieutenant Kinghorn in the Dundee Police,” Watters said. “Who would have met this fellow?”

      “The counter clerk,” Munro said. “Lieutenant Kinghorn would pick up and sign for the house keys, then return them when he had viewed the property.”

      The counter clerk had experience in dealing with all the riff-raff of the city. He met tenants daily, from the honest and respectable to the shifty-eyed rogues who would smile as they lied and deceived. He grunted when Watters asked about Lieutenant Kinghorn.

      “He seemed a decent fellow,” the clerk said. “He was tall, as policemen are, and as far as I remember, he was quietly spoken and polite.” The clerk reread the name. “Not all our customers are like that.”

      “Could you describe him to me?”

      “No. He was only another possible tenant. I see twenty a day.” The clerk ran a jaundiced eye over Watters. “He was taller than you, sergeant, and dressed in his lieutenant’s uniform.”

      “Thank you for your help,” Watters said. He expected no more. Why should anybody recognise a stranger they passed in the street or one customer out of a hundred? In his experience, the average person’s descriptions were widely inaccurate at best, and only after gathering half a dozen at least could he create a general impression.

      Watters walked back to the police office, swinging his cane. He had learned a little and made a start towards discovering the identity of the cracksman, with the broken buckle and the two footprints. Watters swung his cane and watched an invisible golf ball speed down the Nethergate. He had a hunch, no more, that there was a connection between the scuttling and the thefts, but for the life of him, he could not see how. At present, it was only a policeman’s suspicion, the result of years of experience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Duff placed the rope on Watters’ desk. “It’s a length of a foreganger, according to the foreman of Wilson’s rope maker’s yard.”

      “A foreganger? What the devil is a foreganger?” Scuddamore asked.

      Duff smiled, happy to educate his colleague. “A foreganger is the line that attaches a whaling harpoon to the much heavier whaling line. It’s flexible,” Duff twisted the rope in his hands, “and sufficiently strong for the whale not to snap it.”

      “Who do we know with a whaling connection?” Watters asked.

      “Mr Muirhead,” Scuddamore replied at once.

      “Coincidence? Or not.” Watters poured himself a mug of tea. “Mr Mackay ordered us to leave the scuttling aside,” he reminded, “but we’ll keep it in mind, gentlemen.”

      Scuddamore opened his notebook. “I spoke to everybody in the close,” he said.

      “Paraphrase your notes.” Watters sipped at his tea. “I don’t want chapter and verse, only the main points.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. All the people in the close knew about the empty house. They told me that about twenty prospective tenants had viewed the house, including one man who they said was very shifty and one tall police officer.”

      “Lieutenant Kinghorn, who does not exist,” Watters said quietly. “I suspect that was our cracksman, posing as a policeman.” He finished his tea and placed the mug on his desk. “Get back to work, lads. Check the pawns, ask about anybody pawning jewellery or watches, and see what you can discover about this cracksman. There are few such skilled men in Scotland, and we know this cracksman didn’t work alone. Somebody will know something, either about the disposal of the stolen goods or the preparations for the robbery. Ask, probe and question, boys. Keep pushing, and something, or somebody, will break.”

      Watters held the foreganger, his only tangible link between the robberies and the scuttling. He had heard that some detectives solved cases with a flash of inspiration. In his experience, such things did not happen. He solved murders and thefts through patient, inch-by-inch investigative work and understanding how the criminal mind worked. He would tour his network of informants and see what they knew and build up the evidence slowly and carefully. Finishing his tea, Watters rose from the table.

      “Is that you off again, Sergeant?” Lieutenant Anstruther asked.

      “Yes, sir.” Watters reached for his hat and cane.

      Anstruther towered over him, threatening because of his height, although he seemed to avoid Watters’ gaze. “I’m also investigating some robberies, Sergeant. If you find anything significant, let me know. We can pool our results.”

      “Yes, sir,” Watters was surprised to find Anstruther so cooperative. “That’s an excellent idea.”

      Anstruther took a step back. “So far, we’ve had little success.”

      “We’re in the early stages, sir,” Watters said. “I’ll let you know if we find anything significant.”
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        * * *

      

      The men hunched around a battered circular table, talking together as they sank their pints. “This beer is like old bilge water,” the bald headed-one said, wiping the froth from his lips.

      “I’ve tasted better black strap in Shanghai,” a squat, pock-marked man commented, half-emptying his glass in a single draught.

      “You lads won’t be wanting any more then,” the third man was taller, with a scar running down his face and the remnants of an army tunic on his back.

      “You’re not getting out of paying your whack that easily,” the bald man said and jerked his chin as Watters stepped into the public house. “Here’s trouble. That man’s a bluebottle as sure as my name’s Dan.”

      “Aye, the tall man said, “who stole the donkey, eh? Who stole the donkey?”

      The three watched as Watters entered. “Well, Betty,” Watters leaned over the bar as Arbroath Betty washed the glasses in preparation for the evening’s trade. “You know everything that goes on in Dundee.”

      “Some things, Sergeant Watters,” Betty agreed. She looked up, with her broad face suspicious. “What are you looking for this time?”

      “Information about the theft at Sinclair the jewellers,” Watters said.

      “Oh, that,” Betty said offhand. “Look around you, Sergeant. Does this look like the sort of establishment a cracksman would use? She indicated the three men at the circular table. “My customers are dockers, Greenlandmen, Baltic seamen, labourers and shipbuilders. I don’t deal with upmarket folks like solicitors, merchants and cracksmen.”

      Betty’s public house sat on Dock Street and was usually busy with seamen and maritime workers. She had renamed it Betty’s Welcome, with the name painted in scarlet letters on a yellow background and presided over her customers from a raised floor behind her bar.

      “People talk, Betty,” Watters said, “and you listen. Has anybody said anything that you may have inadvertently overheard?” He produced half-a-crown and held it up between finger and thumb.

      “I hear many conversations,” Betty said. “Most of them lies about ships with fast voyages and bigger lies about faster women.”

      “Did you hear about Sinclair’s robbery?” Watters allowed the coin to slip down his thumb until he closed his fist on it.

      Betty eyed Watters’ hand. “I may have,” she said.

      “What might you have heard?” Watters turned his back to view the customers. The three men at the circular table quickly looked away, with the scarred man snorting with laughter.

      “Who stole the donkey, eh?” The bald man muttered to the contents of his glass.

      The scarred man grinned and began to sing.

      “When I was a little boy, and so my mother told me,

      That if I didn’t kiss the girls, my lips would grow all mouldy,”

      Betty shook her head. “I heard it was a foreign gentleman who done it,” she said.

      Watters raised his eyebrows. “What sort of foreign gentleman? Tell me all you heard, Betty.”

      “I heard he come from overseas,” Betty said. “Germany, France, Austria or some such place.” She screwed up her face. “Aye, that was it, Austria.”

      “Who said that?” Watters asked, returning his attention to Betty while keeping his fist closed. He tried to imagine why an Austrian cracksman would rob a jeweller’s shop in Dundee when Edinburgh, Glasgow or even London offered much more prosperous targets.

      “I don’t know,” Betty put out her hand hopefully, “but that intelligence is worth a half-dollar, surely?”

      “He came from overseas, did he?” Watters placed the silver coin on the bar, then clamped his hand back on it. “You know more than you’re telling me, Betty.”

      “What I told you is worth half a crown.” Betty insisted.

      Watters removed his hand, and Betty scooped the coin into her apron. “There was one of yours involved,” she said.

      “One of ours?”

      “A bluebottle,” Betty explained. “A policeman.”

      Watters’ heartbeat increased. “I know that the cracksman pretended to be a policeman.”

      Betty turned away. “If that’s what you choose to believe.”

      Watters sighed and fished a florin from his pocket. “Money’s tight, Betty and I’ve got a new mouth to feed.”

      “That’s not my affair,” Betty said. “You should learn to keep it in your trousers.”

      “Tell me about this policeman.”

      “Show me your silver,” Betty countered.

      “Goodbye, Betty,” Watters spun the florin in the air. “Thank you for your intelligence.”

      Betty watched the silver coin as Watters adroitly caught it. “The cracksman was working with the bluebottle,” she said, “and with a third man.”

      Watters tried to keep the concern from his face. “I see,” he said. “Does this policeman have a name?”

      “Of course, he has a name,” Betty held out her hand for the florin. “Everybody has a name.”

      “Do you know this policeman’s name?”

      “Kinghorn,” Betty clutched the coin triumphantly. “Lieutenant Kinghorn.”

      “Thank you, Betty,” Watters walked away, knowing what he had learned was very disturbing.

      The three men at the table watched Watters leave, with the scarred man continuing with his song.

      “I found myself a Yankee girl, and sure she wasn’t civil,

      I stuck a plaster on her arse and sent her to the devil.”

      “Who stole the donkey?” The bald man asked as his companions cackled with laughter. "Who was it, eh?”

      What bloody donkey? Watters wondered.
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        * * *

      

      Eddie the Cabbie shook his head. “I don’t know nothing about a foreign cracksman, Mr Watters. I never heard anything.”

      “There were at least two of them, and possibly three.” Watters stood at the cab’s nearside front wheel, looking up as Eddie sat on his driver’s seat at the stance. The waterman, whose job it was to water the horses, hovered out of earshot. “One might have been foreign, and the other could have been a policeman.”

      Eddie shook his head once more. “That means nothing to me, Mr Watters. I’ve never heard the lads mention any foreigners in town. None except the German merchants, and they’ve been coming here for years.”

      “How about the robbery at Sinclair’s?”

      “Oh, I heard about that, Mr Watters,” Eddie said.

      “Tell me what you heard.”

      “The cracksman broke in from the house above,” Eddie removed his bowler hat to scratch his thinning hair. “I heard that right enough.”

      “Did you get a name, Eddie? Anything I can use?”

      Eddie glanced around the cab stance as if he thought the waterman could hear his conversation. “I heard the cracksman was a ticket-of-leave man who had returned before his time.”

      Watters lifted his head. A ticket-of-leave man was a convict who a judge had ordered transported to Australia, served part of his sentence, and gained limited freedom. If he returned before he completed his full sentence, the authorities would send him back to finish his stretch, often with a few years added. “The cracksman came from overseas, then,” he said.

      “Yes, Mr Watters,” Eddie said. “I suppose he did.”

      Watters fished another shilling from his pocket. “Thank you, Eddie.” The cracksman came to Dundee from Australia, which made much more sense than an Austrian criminal in Dundee. Watters nodded; that was a valuable piece of information. Now he had one more regular informant to see, and then he would try the prostitutes.

      Swinging his cane, Watters strolled beside the docks, watching the ships getting ready to sail. The worst of the winter was behind them, and as soon as the northern ice eased, the vessels for Riga and other Baltic ports would slip out of the Tay. The whaling fleet was also preparing for the season, ensuring the hulls were double planked to resist the pressure of the Arctic ice, the metal bow plates were in place, and the internal bracings sufficiently strong. The shouts of sundry mariners came to Watters’ ears, reminding him of his time at sea with the Royal Marines.

      “Jim, my friend!” Watters shouted as he saw Jim brushing down a horse outside a stable.

      “Mr Watters,” Jim started at Watters’ approach. “I never saw you coming, Mr Watters or I’d have come to meet you.” He looked around furtively. “I’m meant to be here, Mr Watters. I’ve started a new job as a groom. I’m trying to keep inside the law now.”

      “And I’ll help you, Jim,” Watters said cheerfully. “No more following young women or looking through windows in Couttie’s Wynd, then?”

      “No, Mr Watters. I don’t do that sort of thing anymore.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Watters fondled the horse’s muzzle. “Maybe a smart lad like you can help me, Jim.”

      “Maybe I can, Mr Watters, but I don’t know much now. I just work and go home.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, and maybe you still listen at open windows and hover outside doorways to hear what people are doing.” Watters took a practice swipe with his cane, watched an imaginary golf ball soar into the distance and returned his attention to Jim. “The jewel robbery at Sinclair’s,” he said. “What do you know about it?”

      “That wasn’t me, Mr Watters,” Jim said at once. “I don’t do jewel robberies. That was a cracksman and a local lad that done that.”

      A local lad. Thank you, Jim.

      “Now, Jim, I did not accuse you,” Watters took another practise swing. “That was a better shot, don’t you think, Jim? Did you see how far the ball travelled?”

      “Yes, Mr Watters. It was a good shot,” Jim said, continuing to brush the horse.

      “A cracksman and a local lad, you say? What else do you know, oh, man who no longer listens at doors and windows?”

      “Nothing, Mr Watters, I don’t know nothing.”

      “Ah, that’s a pity,” Watters said. “You don’t know about the robberies that pair plan next, then.” He cast the idea out, hoping to catch some information.

      “Not much, Mr Watters.”

      “Do you know what I heard?” Watters said. “I heard that you were back to your old games, Jim. I heard you were outside Ma Ramsay’s brothel in Couttie’s Wynd, staring in the windows.”

      “I never,” Jim said, nearly dropping his brush. “I was just passing by. I never looked in.”

      “I heard that you played the Peeping Tom, Jim. What would happen if Ma Ramsay found it was you?” Watters allowed the idea to play in Jim’s head for a minute. “She would send her bullies after you, Jim, and they would hand you to the girls.” Watters shook his head. “I hate to think what they would do.”

      “I never saw much,” Jim said. “Just a little bit.”

      “Of course, Ma Ramsay doesn’t need to know,” Watters said. “If I hear more about the jewellery robbery, I’d forget all about the Peeping Tom story.”

      “It was a local lad and a cracksman, Mr Watters. I know that, and there was a police officer involved. They looked at the house above first and then came back during the night and broke through the ceiling.”

      “You know more, Jim,” Watters tapped the weighted end of his cane in the palm of his left hand.

      “The policeman was a sergeant or a Lieutenant,” Jim said. “He told the cracksman what to do.”

      “He was in charge?” Watters asked.

      “Yes, Mr Watters. The cracksman was scared of him.”

      “Do you have any names?”

      Jim shook his head. “No, Mr Watters, honest, I don’t.”

      “I believe you,” Watters pressed a shilling into Jim’s hand. “Thank you, Jim, and I’m glad you’ve got yourself a steady job.”

      Jim looked at the shilling. “Thank you, Mr Watters,” he said.

      Watters looked around when a burly, heavily whiskered man emerged from the stables.

      “Now, what’s all this, Jim? You’re meant to be working, not talking to every waif and stray that passes by!”

      “Jim’s doing a good job,” Watters said. “He’s not stopped working for an instant, and he was telling me how efficient your stables were.”

      “And who are you to judge?” the burly man asked.

      “Sergeant George Watters, Dundee Police,” Watters said. “We’re always looking for a decent stable if our grooms are too busy.”

      The burly man touched his hat. “Oh, well, we provide a first-class service.”

      “So Jim was telling me,” Watters said and strolled away, swinging his cane.

      Three men then. One a returned ticket-of-leave cracksman, one a policeman who might be a sergeant or above, and the other a local thief. Watters pondered the unlikely trio. He would ask the prostitutes next, for the girls often picked up fragments of information from their clients.
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        * * *

      

      Watters knew Ma Ramsay of old and entered her brothel without a qualm. He heard the noise of raised voices from upstairs, sighed, and mounted the steps. Why was nothing simple?

      “What’s going on here?” Watters cracked his cane against the wall. Ma Ramsay was trying to subdue an energetic young man who was shouting and gesticulating to a woman with a shock of black hair.

      The man ignored Watters and grabbed hold of the woman by the throat.

      “None of that!” Watters slashed the man’s arm with his cane. “Leave that woman alone!”

      The man started and stared at Watters. “It’s none of your bloody business!”

      “Dundee Police,” Watters said quietly. “Stand back from that woman.”

      When the man blustered, Watters pushed him aside and pressed the end of his cane into the vee of his throat. “I said back off.”

      “He’s refusing to pay, Sergeant Watters,” the black-headed woman said.

      “Pay the lady what you owe,” Watters pushed his cane harder, “or I’ll charge you with assaulting a lady, theft, and creating a disturbance in a private house.”

      “She’s no lady! She’s a common hoor!”

      Watters slashed with his cane again. “Every lady deserves respect, you dirty-mouthed vagabond! Pay what you owe her and get out!” He reversed the cane and pressed the lead-weighted end against the man’s forehead.

      The man began to bluster again, saw the expression in Watters’ eyes, and reluctantly extracted a handful of copper and silver coins from his pocket. “How much?”

      Ma Ramsay selected a few coins, passed one to the black-haired woman, stuffed two inside her voluminous top and nodded. “Thank you, Mister. Now bugger off and don’t come back.”

      The instant Watters relaxed his cane, the man swung his fist at the black-haired woman. Expecting that reaction, Watters blocked the punch and followed through, knocking the man backwards against the wall. As Ma Ramsay reached for her girl, the man lunged again, mouthing obscenities at the black-haired woman, and Watters lashed his arm with the weighted end of his cane.

      “You’re under arrest, cully! You’re not treating a lady like that!”

      “No!” Ma Ramsay shook her head. “Don’t arrest him, Sergeant. I run a respectable establishment, and I can’t have my customers leaving in handcuffs. It’s bad for business.”

      Watters raised his eyebrows. He had expected that such events were an occupational hazard for any establishment in Couttie’s Wynd. However, as he was about to ask Ma Ramsay a favour, he decided to agree.

      “As you wish, Ma.” He leaned closer to the angry man. “What’s your name?”

      “Herbert Balfour,” the man said.

      “Well, Herbert Balfour, apologise to the lady.”

      “Lady!” Balfour sneered until Watters cracked the lead-weighted end of his cane against his left knee.

      “Apologise to the lady, Balfour,” Watters said.

      Balfour mumbled an apology, glaring daggers at Watters.

      “Again, and louder,” Watters ordered, raising his cane, and Balfour complied.

      “I’m very sorry, Meg!”

      “Now leave.”

      As Balfour turned away, Ma Ramsay delivered a hefty kick to his backside. “And don’t come back!” she said.

      “Thank you, Sergeant Watters,” the black-haired woman said. “Nobody’s ever called me a lady before.”

      “No? Well, you are a lady, Meg. I remember you from a previous case when you were helpful to me.”

      Meg glanced at Ma Ramsay as if seeking permission to speak.

      Watters forced a smile. “If that fellow Balfour causes more trouble, let me know. Don’t you usually have a trio of porters here to deal with men like him?”

      “I had to get rid of them, and I’m looking for replacements,” Ma Ramsay said. “What are you here for, Sergeant? And it’s not for the good of our health.”

      Watters explained his purpose.

      “I heard about the robbery,” Ma Ramsay said. “Two men done it, one a cracksman and another who watched him.”

      “Watched him? Was the second man an apprentice?” Watters asked.

      “No,” Meg shook her head, so her black hair covered her face. “He was making sure the cracksman never kept anything for himself. I heard they worked for a third man, who had a hold on the cracksman. They were feared of him.”

      “Thank you,” Watters stored that information away.

      “If we hear anything else, we’ll let you know,” Ma Ramsay said. “

      Hairy Meg lifted a hand as Watters left and mouthed ‘thank you” again.

      If I’ve done nothing else today, Watters thought, at least I’ve helped one young woman gain some self-respect.
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      Lieutenant Anstruther stood inside the door of the Bell Street Police Office, watching as Watters returned from his questioning. “You look like a man who failed,” Anstruther said. “What’s on your mind, Watters?”

      “That’s Sergeant Watters, sir,” Watters said, “and I haven’t failed.”

      “Oh? You were investigating the jewel robbery, weren’t you?” Anstruther stepped forward.

      “That’s correct, sir,” Watters said.

      “What have you discovered so far, if anything?”

      Watters paused before he replied. “My informants have told me there are three people involved, sir. They think one is a professional cracksman, a returned ticket-of-leave man, but  the others they don’t know.”

      Anstruther gave a small smile. “I could have told you the thief was a professional, Watters.”

      “Yes, sir, I am sure you could.”

      “What the devil do you mean by that, Watters?” Anstruther leaned over Watters, then moved away before Watters held his gaze.

      “I mean, you have experience in such matters, sir,” Watters said. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must continue.”

      Why did I not tell Anstruther about the possible police involvement? Was it because I don’t like the man? Or was it something else?

      Duff and Scuddamore were waiting in the office, both trying to ignore the growing pile of paperwork.

      “Did you find anything in the pawns?” Watters asked.

      “We didn’t find any of the stolen jewellery,” Scuddamore took the role of spokesman. “The pawns knew all about the Sinclair robbery and said nobody had approached them that morning.”

      “The thieves are aware we’d check the pawnshops,” Watters said. “I’ve sent Sinclair’s list all around Scotland and some cities in England, so we’ll see if that produces any results.” He mustered a smile. “You know these things take time, lads. Keep trying, keep pushing, and something will happen. Even the smartest of cracksmen makes a mistake.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “Duff and I put our heads together and compiled a list of any cracksmen with the skill to carry out these thefts.”

      Watters nodded. “He’d have to be able to scale walls and break into houses, hotels and jewellery shops as well as crack safes. That’s a rare selection of skills.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “We narrowed the list to eight, and some of them are already jailed or dead.”

      “Eight is more than I expected,” Watters said. “I’m listening.”

      Scuddamore lifted a sheet of paper from his desk. “We have Arthur Cobb and Walter Abernethy. Owen Williams and Peter Hayes. Then there is John McLeish, Martin Lightfoot, Charlie Peace, and Nathan Johnston.” Scuddamore looked up. “There might be more, Sergeant, but we can’t think of them.”

      “Eight is quite enough to be going on with,” Watters said. “Let’s take these fellows one at a time. What do we know about Arthur Cobb?”

      “He’s a Londoner, Sergeant, never been known to leave the London area,” Scuddamore said at once.

      “It’s doubtful he’d come up here then. We offer poor pickings compared to London.” Watters said. “I think a major haul might tempt him, but not a few hundred guineas from Sinclair’s jewellers shop.”

      “Lightfoot?” Watters asked.

      Scuddamore grunted. “Went down for a seven stretch last year, but men such as him may break out.”

      They examined the list, with one or other of the detectives displaying their knowledge of the criminal fraternity as they discounted each man.

      “That leaves Peter Hayes and Walter Abernethy,” Watters said.

      “We can discount Abernethy,” Duff said. “He was transported for fourteen years some time ago. And Hayes is dead.”

      “Wait,” Watters held up a hand. “You say Abernethy was transported?”

      “He got fourteen years,” Duff said.

      “My informants told me the cracksman was a ticket of leave man. A Demonian returned before his time.”

      “That might be him, then,” Scuddamore said. “Did Abernethy have any Dundee connections?”

      “Find out,” Watters ordered and snapped his fingers. “Abernethy, by God! Remember the biscuit crumbs on the floor? I’d bet a farthing to your pension, Scuddamore, that they came from an Abernethy biscuit.”

      “The cheeky rascal!” Scuddamore said with a hint of respect.

      “Do you think he’s telling us who he is?” Duff asked.

      “Yes,” Watters said. “Some of these cracksmen are proud of their housebreaking skills. Maybe Abernethy is one such.” He became aware of Lieutenant Anstruther standing two desks away. “Can we help you, sir?”

      “What’s that you’re discussing, Watters?”

      “That’s Sergeant Watters, sir, and we’re discussing who the cracksman might be.”

      “He could be anybody, Sergeant. You’d be better trying to catch him rather than playing guessing games with names.”

      “We’ll do both, sir,” Watters promised. “Have you made any progress with your investigation? Did you think anything more about the biscuit crumbs you found?”

      “Biscuit crumbs?” Anstruther turned sideways to view Watters through his right eye. “No, Sergeant. The crumbs were not relevant.”

      “I see, sir,” Watters nodded.

      “Lieutenant Anstruther,” Scuddamore said when Anstruther withdrew to his private office on the floor above. “What was the false name of the Lieutenant who scouted the house above Sinclair’s?”

      “Kinghorn,” Duff said. “Anstruther and Kinghorn are both towns on the south coast of Fife. Somebody else seems to be playing guessing games with names.”

      Watters shook his head. “Anstruther is not my favourite person either, boys, but he’s not stupid enough to say he’s a police Lieutenant when he visits a place he intends to burgle. I doubt that Anstruther’s our man. I’d wager your pension again, Scuddamore, that our supposed Lieutenant is no policeman.”

      “Maybe somebody who could not come up to scratch in the force, Sergeant?” Duff hazarded. “Or an officer with a grudge.” He looked around the duty room as if assessing every man present.

      “That could be. In the meantime, see what we can come up with on Abernethy. I have to visit Mr Mackay.” Watters stood up. “There’ll be overtime tonight, lads, so don’t expect to get much sleep.” He glanced around the room. “And we’ll keep this to ourselves. Don’t let the word spread.”

      “You mean Lieutenant Anstruther?”

      “I mean, we don’t know if there’s a police officer involved,” Watters said, “and I don’t think there is, but we’ll just go canny until we’re sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr Mackay pressed his fingers together as he listened to Watters. “Walter Abernethy, you say.” He nodded slowly. “I remember him. He was transported a few years back.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He was a professional thief,” Mackay said. “We don’t want that type roving around Dundee. I’ll call a meeting and spread the word.”

      “We could set a trap for this fellow,” Watters suggested. “Create a target so tempting than no self-respecting cracksman could ignore it and wait for him there.”

      Mackay mused for only a moment. “All right. I’ll tell the men what’s happening, and you catch this Abernethy fellow if it’s him.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you have anything else for me, Sergeant?”

      Watters hesitated. He did not like to withhold information from Mackay, a man he both trusted and respected, but he preferred to wait until he had more definite intelligence.

      “We’ve nothing concrete, sir. My preachers, my informants, tell me that there were two or maybe three men involved.”

      Mackay’s fingers tapped their devil’s dance on the desk. “That’s a start, Sergeant. You have numbers and a name. Dismissed.”

      Scuddamore and Duff listened as Watters outlined his idea. “Now spread the news,” Watters said. “Not overtly, of course. Just a whisper here and there, a few hints to raise interest, and tickle Abernethy’s fancy.”

      “Will Abernethy bite?” Scuddamore asked.

      “I hope so,” Watters said. “Either Abernethy or the man who seems to control him. If we catch one, we should catch them both.”

      “What about the scuttling case?” Duff asked.

      “That will have to wait,” Watters replied. “I don’t think we’re finished with it yet, but Mr Mackay is more concerned with the cracksman.”

      “What’s the plan, Sergeant?” Constables Boyle and Shaw hurried across the duty room, still eager despite the lines of tiredness that scored their faces.

      “It’s straightforward. We spread the word that the bank is delivering a month’s advance of wages for the Waverley whaling ships, and we wait in his shipping office in Dock Street.”

      “Old Man Gilbride’s Waverley ships? Muirhead’s main whaling rival?” Boyle proved he was knowledgeable about current affairs in Dundee.

      Watters smiled. “The very fellow! What better way of seeing if Muirhead is involved in the thefts than invite him to steal from his business rival?”

      “You’re a cunning man, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said.

      More devious than you realise, Scuddamore. If Abernethy falls for this, then we don’t have a police officer involved. If he refuses the bait, then I will be more worried.

      “One thing, boys,” Watters said, “there were some men in Betty’s Welcome, and they wondered who had stolen the donkey. They spoke to each other but wanted me to hear. Any ideas?”

      Duff shrugged, while Scuddamore nodded.

      “Aye, Sergeant, it’s a joke against the police. I think it was in London that somebody stole a donkey, and the police failed to solve the case.”

      Watters nodded. “I see.”

      “There is an answer, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “You say the man in the white hat because hatters use donkey skins to make white hats.”

      “Thank you, Scuddamore. You are a constant fund of information.”
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        * * *

      

      Dundee was quiet at two in the morning, with most public houses having long spilt their rowdy customers into the streets. Only a few men strode to their work or walked wearily home while the night-duty policemen watched for thieves. Watters entered the Bell Street Office and nodded to the sergeant on duty.

      “Evening, Ruxton.”

      “You’re working late, Watters.”

      “I’ve just a few odds and ends to tidy up while it’s quiet.” Watters signed himself in. “Is anybody else in?”

      “Only me, a turnkey and a couple of constables.”

      Watters nodded and hurried upstairs to the duty room. The place was deserted and dark until Watters lit the gas and allowed the light to ease over the room. Watters thought there was something desolate about a near-empty room that was usually full of uniformed men.

      After a few moments, Watters left the duty room and slipped quietly to the upper floors, where Mr Mackay and the lieutenants had their offices. He tried the handle of Lieutenant Anstruther’s door, but the door remained fast.

      Why lock your door within the police headquarters? What are you hiding, Lieutenant Anstruther? Watters had come prepared with his packet of lock-picks, so he knelt at the door and opened it within thirty seconds.

      Closing the door, Watters lit the gas and kept the flame low, providing only a minimum of light. Anstruther’s office was less than half the size of Mackay’s, with a desk, two chairs, a stand-up mirror, and a bookcase filled with documents, books, and files. Watters moved straight to the desk, picked each lock, and opened the drawers one by one. He had no clear idea of his objective but wanted to either clear Anstruther of his suspicions or find something incriminating.

      The top drawer held only stationary, pens and ink. The second contained a small revolver and ammunition, while the third was empty except for a leather-covered wooden box. Watters opened it carefully and stepped back when a pair of human eyes glared back at him.

      “What the devil?”

      Watters lifted the artificial eye carefully between his finger and thumb. It was beautifully made, coloured like a human eye and heavier than he expected.

      “I didn’t know you only had one eye, Lieutenant,” Watters said. He shrugged. That would explain why Lieutenant Anstruther always kept his distance. It was not guilt but embarrassment over his glass eye.

      Closing the drawer, Watters saw Anstruther’s spare uniform hanging beside the mirror. He stepped across and, on a whim, lifted the coat. The trousers and jacket were beneath, with a pair of braces hanging down. Watters lifted them and grunted when he saw a brass buckle in place of the steel buckle that was regulation issue.

      Watters left the room and returned to his desk downstairs.
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      Patrolling the pawnshops was the most tedious part of a detective’s duties, Watters thought, as he walked his allocated area around the maritime quarter, searching the pawns for stolen items from his list.

      Watters’ first call was at Mrs Flannery’s, a small pawn off Dock Street itself. He knew Mrs Flannery as an honest woman, so he did not waste much time.

      “Have you seen the latest list, Mrs Flannery?”

      “I’ve only glanced at it, Sergeant Watters,” Mrs Flannery said. “I don’t welcome the criminal fraternity into my shop, and they know I’d report anything stolen.”

      “You’re a good woman, Mrs Flannery,” Watters lifted his hat as he left.

      Watters’ fourth call was at the Dundee Exchange Emporium, a much grander establishment with three polished brass balls hanging above the door and recently washed plate glass windows.

      “You’re back then, Sergeant?” The owner leaned over the counter, seeming quite relaxed in Watters’ presence.

      “I’m back,” Watters scanned the shop, fully aware that the owner was too canny to have any suspicious goods on display. “Anything for me today, Wullie?”

      “Not today, Sergeant.”

      “Nothing you’re willing to admit to, anyway,” Watters said.

      “I’m an honest man, Sergeant Watters!” Wullie spread his arms to prove his honesty.

      Watters nodded. “Of course you are. Not like this professional cracksman causing all sorts of mayhem in Dundee.”

      Wullie, short, fat and with thick glasses, nodded. “I heard about him, Sergeant. We don’t want his sort in town.”

      “No, we don’t,” Watters agreed. “How much do you know about him?”

      Wullie assumed an air of complete innocence. “Not much, Sergeant. I heard he was here, that’s all. He won’t come into my establishment; everybody knows I never accept stolen goods!”

      “You’re one of the most honest pawnbrokers in the city,” Watters said solemnly.

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Wullie adjusted his glasses.

      Watters nodded. “It’s been months since I last found stolen property in here,” he said, “and I know you’d tell me if anybody handed any in.”

      “I would,” Wullie said.

      Watters glanced over his shoulder as if nervous he may be overheard. “If you hear anything about this cracksman, let me know, will you? Especially now.”

      “Especially now?” Wullie leaned over his counter, seeking intelligence to pass on to his less reputable customers.

      “Mr Gilbride of the Waverly Company is a bit concerned,” Watters said and nodded. He did not need to say more.

      “Ah,” Wullie tried to look intelligent. “I see. Mr Gilbride.”

      Lifting his cane in acknowledgement, Watters left the pawnshop. He had planted the first seed. Now Wullie would spread it to the petty thieves who frequented his shop, and the news would spread up the tree to the upper branches of the criminal classes.

      Swinging his cane at imaginary golf balls, Watters continued his patrol.

      “Jim!” Watters hailed the furtive youth who tried to hide in a shop doorway.

      “I wasn’t doing anything, Mr Watters,” Jim said immediately.

      “I didn’t think you were,” Watters tapped Jim’s leg with his cane. “How is your job doing, Jim?”

      “I lost it, Mr Watters,” Jim looked at the ground.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Jim. Why was that?”

      “It was because I’ve no home, Mr Watters. I sleep in penny-a-night lodging houses, and Mr Arthur said he wanted somebody more respectable.”

      Watters frowned. Life was unfair to youths such as Jim. “I need a favour from you, James.”

      “A favour, Mr Watters?” Jim’s eyes narrowed in avarice.

      “Indeed. Have you heard any more about this cracksman in Dundee?”

      “No, Mr Watters,” Jim shook his head, causing his dark hair to flop around his head. “I would tell you if I had.”

      “Of course you would, James. You and I are chums.”

      “Yes, Mr Watters,” Jim said. “We’re chums.”

      Watters lowered his voice. “Between you and me, Jim, there’s a strongbox full of advance wages in Dundee, and I’m a bit concerned that this mysterious cracksman will go after it.”

      “Wages, Mr Watters?”

      “Yes indeed,” Watters swished his cane again. “Some hundreds of pounds, I believe.”

      “Where are they, Mr Watters?”

      “I can’t tell you that, Jim,” Watters said. “I can’t tell anybody; I’ve already said more than I should.”

      Jim nodded. “Yes, Mr Watters. I understand.”

      Watters pressed a shilling into Jim’s grubby hand. “Remember, if you hear anything, let me know right away.”

      “I will, Mr Watters,” Jim said. “I won’t let you down.”

      Watters walked on. He knew that Jim would sell his information in the Baltic Bar or Betty’s Welcome to whoever was interested, and it would filter around Dundee.

      “That’s the ground prepared,” Watters said to his men as they met in the duty room. “Within a couple of hours, all Dundee’s criminals will know that Mr Gilbride is anxious and that somebody is hoarding advance wages. They’ll put two and two together, and Mr Gilbride can expect a nocturnal visitor.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      Watters sipped at his tea. “Now that we’ve told Abernethy what to steal, we must ensure the beat police are not too watchful.” He raised a hand as Sergeant Murdoch entered the room. “Murdoch! Where will I find Boyle and Shaw?”

      “Dudhope Street, Constitution Road and that area,” Murdoch glanced at his watch. “If they’re following the correct procedure, they should be in Dudhope Terrace in about ten minutes.”

      “Thank you, Murdoch; I’ll find them later,” Watters said. “These two want to be detectives, so we’ll use them, boys.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr Gilbride ran his Waverly Whale Fishing Company from offices in East Whale Lane. Watters led his detectives to the office, spoke to a somewhat confused office clerk and then mounted the stairs to Gilbride’s small but immaculate office on the upper floor.

      Gilbride was an elderly man with silver hair and bushy side-whiskers on either side of sunken cheeks. He had a reputation for being a shrewd businessman.

      “Which room will you allow us to use, Mr Gilbride?”

      “One on the ground floor,” Gilbride said. “We call it the spare room, and the sooner this fellow is caught, the safer we will all feel.” He stood up, lifted his narwhal tusk walking stick, and pointed to the door. “Come along, gentlemen.”

      Watters inspected the spare room, small, with a barred window and a single entrance; it was suitable for storing cash. “Do you have a safe, Mr Gilbride?”

      “I have two, Sergeant. A large, complex one in the basement strong room, and a small office safe.”

      “Empty the contents of the office safe into the larger one, if you please, Mr Gilbride, and bring the office safe in here. Allow your staff to see it enter the room and make a fuss about its security.”

      “As you wish, Sergeant Watters.”

      “Thank you, Mr Gilbride. The Dundee Police appreciate your co-operation.”

      Gilbride’s barked orders brought a group of workmen with a sturdy hand barrow. Watters and Duff helped manoeuvre the square, steel safe from Gilbride’s office to the spare room.

      “Tuck it against the back wall,” Gilbride said and ensured it was empty. “Thank you, men,” Gilbride said.

      Watters waited until the workmen had left the room. “May I have another moment of your time, Mr Gilbride?”

      “Of course, Sergeant.”

      “You must know Mr Muirhead well,” Watters said.

      “I have known him these past fifteen years and more,” Gilbride said.

      “Could you tell me your opinion of him, sir?”

      Gilbride looked irritated for a second. “I don’t like to discuss such things, Sergeant. It’s impolite to talk about a fellow behind his back.”

      “Would you say Mr Muirhead is an honest man?” Watters ignored the implied complaint.

      “I have never found him less than honest,” Gilbride said.

      “And fair in his business dealings?”

      “Scrupulously fair,” Gilbride agreed.

      “That agrees with my impression of the man,” Watters said. “I think he is a hard businessman but honest.”

      Gilbride nodded. “Business is a hard world,” he said. “The weak go under, and the men who depend on a weak manager for jobs will find themselves unemployed.”

      Watters smiled faintly at the neat way Gilbride had justified his business methods. “Would that apply to Mr Muirhead as well?”

      “Mr Muirhead will do whatever he needs to gain financial success,” Gilbride said, “as would any good man of business. He will not lie or cheat, but nor will he hesitate to take any advantage within the law.”

      Watters nodded. He was gradually building up a picture of Muirhead. “Thank you again, Mr Gilbride. Now we’ll get you some attention and try to entice our cracksman friend to our trap. Come into my parlour, said the spider.”

      Watters had arranged for Eddie the Cabbie to bring his cab to the front of Gilbride’s office. He stood beside the cab, with his detectives at his side.

      “You remain here, Duff, and look inconspicuous. Scuddamore and I will bring in the wages.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Duff said, grinning. He was probably the shortest policeman in Dundee and the broadest across the shoulders. He leaned against the entrance to Mr Gilbride’s office, produced a pipe and lit up.

      “Tayside Bank,” Watters ordered Eddie and sat back. Without moving his head, he saw the group of loungers watching from the corner of the lane.

      “We’re being watched, Scuddamore,” he said.

      “Four of them, Sergeant,” Scuddamore had given no indication of seeing anything. “Including Rab McGavin and Andy Taylor, Lochee weavers and part-time bullies.”

      “Good man, Scuddamore,” Watters said. “They don’t have the brainpower to be cracksmen, so somebody has sent them to watch old man Gilbride’s establishment.” He grinned. “We’re making an impact.”

      Eddie drove them to the bank, where MacBride welcomed them in with a hearty handshake.

      “Who are you setting up, gentlemen?” MacBride asked.

      “A man who would rob you blind, sir,” Watters said. “Please ensure your bank is safe this season. Take every precaution you can and then double them. This fellow has robbed jeweller’s shops and hotels across the town.”

      “I will,” the manager said. “I have warned my staff.”

      Watters and Scuddamore left the bank carrying a heavy strongbox, complete with a padlock, which they hefted into Eddie’s cab.

      “Who’s watching us this time?” Watters murmured.

      “Wee Owan MacMillan,” Scuddamore said. “He’s standing in the doorway of a close, smoking a clay pipe.”

      “He’s a friend of Thiefy Campbell,” Watters said. “I caught MacMillan breaking into a house last year, and the judge gave him six months. The criminal fraternity is aware of everything we do.”

      “I’d like to round the lot up and throw them in jail,” Scuddamore said. “We know who they are; we could halve the crime in Dundee in one night.”

      Watters grunted. “A lot of people would agree with you, Scuddamore, but we need evidence of a specific crime before we arrest anybody.”

      “We’re too soft with them,” Scuddamore glanced out of the window. “MacMillan is following us.”

      “That’s not surprising.”

      Duff was where they had left him, still smoking as Eddie drew up outside the office.

      “We’ll need your muscles, Duff,” Watters called. “The box isn’t too heavy, but you look sufficiently formidable to frighten the Cossacks, let alone a Scottish cracksman.”

      McGavin and Taylor watched with interest as Scuddamore and Duff carried the strongbox into the building.

      “I rather hoped they would try and wrestle it from us,” Scuddamore said.

      “Not with Duff here,” Watters replied. “McGavin and Taylor are fine at hustling drunkards out of pubs and brothels, but that’s their limit.”

      Mr Gilbride ushered them into the spare room, where the safe lay open. “In here, gentlemen.”

      Duff and Scuddamore laid the strongbox on the floor. “It will fit into the safe as it stands,” Watters said. “Extra security.” He grinned.

      “What’s inside?” Gilbride asked. “Nothing too valuable, I hope?”

      “House bricks,” Watters said. “If the cracksman manages to steal it, he’ll get a horrible surprise.”

      “What now?” Scuddamore asked as they left the building.

      “Now, we put two uniformed police on watch outside,” Watters said, “and we observe from a distance.”

      “The uniforms will warn the cracksman off,” Duff pointed out. “He won’t try anything with a couple of constables there.”

      “The constables I have in mind won’t be any threat,” Watters said with a smile. “Our very own Boyle and Shaw.”

      “I thought Boyle was fairly intelligent,” Scuddamore looked confused.

      “He is sufficiently intelligent to act stupid,” Watters said. “I have instructed them both what to do and provided an excuse to distract them from their duty.”

      “What’s that, Sergeant?” Scuddamore asked as Duff laughed.

      “You’ll see,” Duff said.

      Sending Eddie away with instructions to come to Bell Street in two hours, Watters led his men towards the Police Office, fully aware that half the criminals in Dundee would be watching him. Reminding Boyle and Shaw of their roles, he sent them to Gilbride’s office.

      “Now what?”

      “Now we catch a cab,” Watters said, “and keep the curtains drawn.”
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      When Eddie arrived at the back door of the police office, Watters and the detectives boarded his cab.

      “I’m getting a new cab soon, Sergeant,” Eddie said. “I want a Hansom rather than this old-fashioned growler.”

      “There’s less room in a Hansom,” Watters said.

      “Aye, but it’s lighter, faster and more manoeuvrable. This old thing is clumsy, and Dundee’s streets are getting right busy.”

      “You must be making good money, then, Eddie.”

      “Here you are, Mr Watters.” When Eddie pulled up outside a semi-derelict building, Scuddamore and Duff disembarked to walk in different directions. Watters had chosen a suitable location for each detective to overlook Gilbride’s offices.

      “Thank you, Eddie.” Watters said. “You know where to go next?”

      “I have the address, Sergeant, Watters.” Eddie touched his whip to the brim of his bowler hat.

      “Take care of them.”

      “I will.” Eddie cracked the reins and rumbled off.

      Watters had chosen a location where he could see a section of Whale Lane and the back of Gilbride’s office. He settled down with a hunk of bread-and-cheese.

      After all these arrangements, we had better catch Abernethy.

      After half an hour, Watters saw Boyle and Shaw walk around the building, checking the doors and windows, as their duty demanded. They talked noisily, with Shaw lighting a pipe against regulations and Boyle pulling a newspaper from the pocket of his coat.

      “Keep it up, lads,” Watters said to himself as Boyle pointed out something in the newspaper to Shaw, who laughed, jabbing the stem of his pipe in the air.

      They’re playing their part well. Here comes the next stage.

      The two women walked arm in arm along East Whale Lane. One carried a baby, while the other was a few years younger but very confident in her carriage. Watters watched anxiously, unsure if he had done the right thing.

      The two women, Marie, and Duff’s sweetheart Rosemary, began to talk to the two constables, distracting them from their duty. Boyle and Shaw played along, responding with laughter and loud voices, accompanying the women to the end of the lane, where Duff had concealed himself. Watters did not like the idea of Marie walking in the dark street, but with two uniformed police at their side and Duff and Scuddamore only a hundred yards away, he had reconciled himself. The idea had been Marie’s, and once considered, she refused all Watters’ arguments about the danger.

      “You’ll be there,” Marie had reminded, smiling sweetly but with fire in her eyes, “and Constable Duff. It would take a brave Burker to face Duff!”

      “You don’t know what sort of men are out there,” Watters said.

      “I’m not as innocent as you seem to think!” The fire was growing hotter, and the sweetness diminishing as Marie’s determination grew.

      “You take care, then!” Watters surrendered while trying to have the final word.

      Knowing she had won, Marie was gracious in victory. “You’ll take care of me,” she had said, dousing the flames with a smile.

      Now Watters watched the police wander off with his wife and Rosemary, and then a man emerged from the shadow beneath a streetlamp. Medium height and dressed in dark clothing, he carried a carpet bag.

      Got you, cully, Watters thought. Get out of the street, Marie!

      Watters felt his tension rise as the man crouched beneath the back window of Gilbride’s office. He watched as the burglar extracted a piece of cord and a length of metal from his bag.

      I know that technique, Watters thought.

      The burglar looped his cord around two of the bars on the window and twisted with the metal. After a few moments, the pressure forced the bars apart. The gap was not sufficiently wide to attract attention, but the burglar slipped his hand inside and carefully scraped out the putty from one pane of glass.

      This fellow knows what he’s doing.

      Removing the pane, the burglar inserted his hand through the gap, unlatched the window and pushed it up. Only a small man could wriggle through the hole, but the burglar managed without difficulty. He pulled the pane of glass after him, placed a sheet of dark paper over the missing pane, pushed the two loose bars together and closed the window. With the dark paper looking like glass, only the most observant of passers-by would notice anything amiss.

      Now, what will you do? Watters wondered. You can’t carry the strongbox out of that small space. And where is your companion? All my informers told me you worked with somebody else.

      Some cracksmen came supplied with a pony and gig, which they parked nearby. They would rob the premises, then run to the gig and drive from the robbery to their headquarters. Watters had Eddie’s cab parked a street away just in case he was required. However, he had not heard the rumble of wheels on the cobbles nor the jingle of harness.

      You’re on foot, my friend, Watters said. That means you are local. Knowing that Duff and Scuddamore were watching the front of the building, Watters kept his concentration on the back window. He saw the faint glimmer of light inside the room, guessed that the cracksman was working by candlelight and smiled. You’re still there. Well, so am I.

      After twenty minutes, Watters saw the window slide open. The burglar pushed the bars slightly further apart and thrust his head outside, scanning the dark street. Watters withdrew an inch, although he knew it would take a good man to spot him through a half-closed wooden shutter.

      Watters hardly heard the cracksman’s low whistle. McGavin and Taylor responded, pushing a handcart across the cobbles, with one or the other checking around him with every fifth step. The cart was well greased, for it made little sound.

      Using the same technique as the cracksman, McGavin and Taylor wrestled aside the window bars and then, quicker than Watters believed possible, manoeuvred them free from their stone base to create a much wider gap.

      That will cost something to repair. I hope Mr Mackay thinks it worth the money because Mr Gilbride will send us the account.

      As Watters watched, McGavin slipped through the gap and helped the cracksman carry the strongbox outside. Taylor stood watch, with his head darting this way and that, like a finch searching for a sparrowhawk.

      Right, my lads, Watters said, as McGavin loaded the box onto the handcart. I’ve got you now.

      Taylor threw a ragged blanket over the strongbox to disguise the shape, and all three thieves hurried along the street, with the cart making no noise at all. You’ve done this before, Watters thought as he left his observation perch to follow the thieves.

      Watters was experienced in following suspects, so even in the quiet streets, he managed to remain out of sight. He timed his steps to coincide with those of McGavin, so nobody would hear him and kept sufficiently far back to avoid detection. Taylor was the most nervous of the three thieves, watching everything and turning every dozen steps to peer behind him. Watters recognised the pattern and slipped into doorways or areas of shadow every ten steps, so there was no movement to alarm his quarry.

      When they passed the entrance to Whale Lane, Watters stepped into the light for a moment, aware that one of his detectives, or one of the uniformed men, were expecting to see him. Watters had given instructions that the uniforms would remain in place to guard Gilbride’s office while the detectives would follow him.

      Taking the back streets and wending through a myriad closes and wynds, the thieves came to St Clement’s Lane, a narrow street with crowded housing and the original base for Dundee’s Police Office. Watters noted the three thieves were masters in avoiding the beat police's patrol routes and wondered if he should suggest that Lieutenant Anstruther or Sergeant Murdoch alter the times. Taylor slid into the shadows and pulled a blackjack from his sleeve, standing guard while the others tapped at a closed door. Watters noted the distinctive knock, rap- rap- rap, three slow then three rap, rap, rap, in quick succession.

      When the door opened, McGavin and the cracksman lifted the strongbox and carried it inside. Taylor backed in last, still scanning the dark lane with his blackjack held ready.

      Watters nodded as Duff and Scuddamore joined him, saying nothing. Watters held his cane firmly, with the lead-weighted end upward, ready to strike, and counted to ten, feeling the tension mount inside him. He nodded to Scuddamore, who moved up the lane to an area known as the Vault, searching for a back entrance to the house.

      Still silent, Watters stepped to the door with Duff in support. The dark paintwork on the door was peeling to reveal a lighter colour beneath. Watters wondered how many layers of paint there were and how long it had been in place. He lifted his cane. Rap – rap – rap, three slow and then three fast taps.

      Watters stepped aside and back, holding his cane ready to strike and reassured by the muscular bulk of Duff at his side. It was only a few weeks since a criminal had injured Duff in a fight outside Dundee, so Watters hoped his arm was fit to fight. A glance at him revealed the broad policeman standing quite relaxed with his staff like a toy in his massive fist.

      Here we go. We’re coming, Abernethy.

      Watters heard voices from within the house, a low murmuring that increased in volume. He guessed the inhabitants were discussing whether to answer the door or not.

      “Shall I break it down, Sergeant?” Duff asked, hopefully.

      Watters glanced at his watch; he had allowed Scuddamore sufficient time to find a rear entrance. The tension was building up.

      “Dundee Police!” Watters roared; he tried the door and found it locked. “Open up!” He nodded to Duff. “On you go, Duff.”

      Duff had two techniques for opening locked doors. One was a full-blooded shoulder charge, and the other a simple raised boot and mighty kick. He used the second method, and the door shuddered but held.

      “They’ve bolted it,” Duff said, took three steps back and charged. With his full weight behind him, Duff smashed open the door in a welter of splintered wood and wrenched-out bolts. Watters rushed in, cane ready. As he expected, Taylor met him with a swinging blackjack.

      “No, you don’t!” Watters blocked the weapon with his cane, shifted his feet and punched Taylor, left-handed, in the throat, sending him staggering backwards.

      As Duff recovered from his initial shoulder charge, Watters looked around. The room was small and had once been ornate, with a corniced ceiling and a large stone fireplace. Now, years of neglect had tarnished the cornices while patches of plaster peeled from the wall to fall on the bare floorboards. A single bed and a battered deal table with two chairs made up the only furniture, and the only other door at the back of the room was ajar.

      McGavin and the cracksman crouched over the half-open strongbox, staring, while Owan MacMillan reached for a weapon.

      “Dundee Police!” Watters shouted again as he pointed his cane. “You are all under arrest.”

      MacMillan snarled something incoherent, lifted a poker, and rushed at Watters, while McGavin seemed frozen to the spot. Only the cracksman had the sense to turn and flee.

      Duff grinned as MacMillan banged into him.

      “You’ll have to do better than that, cully!” He threw the thief aside. MacMillan gave a mouthful of obscenities, grabbed the poker, and swung at Watters, who dodged.

      “Bluebottle bastards!” MacMillan said and thrust the metal point of the poker at Duff’s groin.

      “Aye, would you, now?” Duff sucked in his middle and gave what looked like a casual swing that spun MacMillan against the far wall.

      “I give up!” McGavin raised both hands in the air, realised that both detectives were fully occupied, dropped his arms and bolted through the door in the wake of the cracksman.

      “Bugger!” Watters swore. “You take these two, Duff!” He was not particularly interested in MacMillan or Taylor but knew the operation would be wasted unless he caught the cracksman. The others were merely petty thieves, local ne’er-do-wells that the beat policemen could pick up any time.

      Following McGavin, Watters ran through the door and looked around. He was in the house's back room, empty except for a small pile of clothes and minor artefacts that McGavin and his companions had undoubtedly stolen, and the only window was open.

      Without hesitation, Watters lunged through the window. He was in an alley so narrow only one man at a time could squeeze through, and in the darkness, he could see nobody.

      Which way did McGavin run? Watters looked right and left. Choose!

      “Got you, my man!” Scuddamore’s cheerful voice rang out. “Where do you think you are going?”

      “Scuddamore,” Watters shouted. “Did you get the cracksman?” The noise had awakened the neighbourhood, with lighted candles appearing at windows and querulous voices echoing in the echoing cavern of the Vault. A few of the braver inhabitants ventured out of their doors, armed with lanterns, and various weapons from pokers to broomsticks.

      “Dundee police!” Watters shouted again. “Everything is under control! Please go back to your beds!”

      “Can’t you make less noise?” A man asked. “Some of us have work in the morning!”

      Scuddamore appeared, holding McGavin with both arms twisted behind his back. “Good evening, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “I found this beauty trying to run away. Do you want him?”

      “Not particularly,” Watters said, “but Perth Prison might. Did you get the other fellow, the cracksman?”

      “Give me a minute, Sergeant, until I get McGavin secure.” Scuddamore dipped in his pocket for his shangies, a foot-long affair of rope with a wooden handle that acted as simple handcuffs. He looped it around one of McGavin’s wrists, attached it to his left arm and grinned. “Pray to step this way, kind sergeant of mine, and be careful because it’s a tight squeeze.”

      Scuddamore had left the cracksman at the junction of the alley and the more spacious Vault, with his left wrist handcuffed to his right ankle. “I had to leave him here in case you needed help,” Scuddamore explained. “I screwed my D pattern handcuffs on him, which is why I used the shangies for McGavin here.”

      D pattern handcuffs were so named because they were shaped like the letter D. They were cumbersome machines that the policeman had to work by screwing into place with a large key, encouraging many officers to use the lighter rope shangies.

      “I may have keyed the D too tight,” Scuddamore said, without even a trace of remorse in his voice. The D pattern had a fault that once the police officer fastened them, he could not adjust them, so the officer preferred to screw them tight rather than risking the prisoner slipping free.

      “I think you may have.” Watters lifted the cracksman bodily. He was small and light, with wide staring eyes. “Come on, you.”

      Watters took a deep breath, allowing himself some satisfaction. After a few hitches, his elaborate plan had worked. He had captured the cracksman and a trio of known criminals. He should be pleased with the night’s work, but somehow, he felt a niggle of dissatisfaction. Everything had gone too smoothly, and something was wrong, although he did not know what.
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      Duff had the other two thieves handcuffed together and sitting on the floor when Watters brought in Scuddamore’s prisoners.

      “Here we are then,” Scuddamore said. “Such a cosy gathering!” He looked around the room. “What a collection of rogues in the nation and not a smile between the lot of them.”  He lowered his voice. “That cracksman is not Abernethy, Sergeant. He’s too young.”

      Watters nodded. “I was thinking the same thing, Scuddamore. And where is the tall policeman? We have a lot of questions to ask these fellows.”

      With three police and four criminals crowded into the room, Watters felt it was more like a prison cell than a house. “You people will wonder what you stole,” he said to the scowling prisoners. “Look.” Producing the keys, he opened the strongbox and showed the contents. “Well done, boys. You’re going to jail for four house bricks.”

      “And all the other robberies,” Scuddamore reminded.

      “Oh, yes, them too. Sinclair’s the Jewellers and all the rest.”

      “I never did that,” the cracksman spoke for the first time. Thin and slight, he had the prison pallor on his face.

      “We’ll discuss that at Bell Street,” Watters said.

      McGavin spat on the floor.

      “That’s the way,” Scuddamore said, lifting him by the handcuffs. “On you come, my foul fellow.”

      Mr Mackay was already in his office when Watters brought in the prisoners. “Well, Watters,” he emerged, grimly happy. “You caught them, then.”

      “We did, sir,” Watters agreed. “One cracksman and three petty thieves.” And not one of them that looks anything like a policeman.

      Mackay cast his cold eye across the prisoners. “Three criminals by habit and repute and one face I don’t recognise. Is that Abernethy?”

      “No, sir,” Scuddamore replied at once. “Abernethy will be older. I don’t know this fellow.”

      “What’s your name, my friend?” Mackay asked. “We’ll find out anyway, so you may as well tell me.”

      “Abraham Hogg,” the cracksman said at once. He straightened his back. “You can’t pin the other thefts on me, sir, because I didn’t do them.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Scuddamore said. “Come on, my beauty, and we’ll take you to the interview room.”

      “No rough stuff,” Mackay warned.

      “No, sir,” Watters said. “We’ll be as gentle as a mother with a new baby.”

      “I tell you,” Hogg said, “I didn’t do any other jobs. I couldn’t have because I only came out of prison yesterday morning.”

      That explained the prison pallor. Abernethy had returned from Australia, so he would have plenty of time on the sea voyage to gain a healthy colour on his face.

      “I hope you enjoyed your freedom,” Scuddamore said, “because you’re going right back into the criminal hotel.”

      “Sir,” Lieutenant Anstruther stepped into the duty room. As immaculate as always, he gave Watters a look that might have been of triumph. “There’s been another break-in, sir.”

      “We know,” Mackay said. “Mr Gilbride’s office and Watters has caught the culprits.” He indicated the four scowling prisoners.

      “No, sir,” Anstruther said. “A house in West Ferry and the thief stole a load of silverware.” He gave Watters a sidelong look. “He made a professional job of it, too. He climbed eight-foot-high iron railings, cut out an entire pane of glass, carved a hole in the shutters to force off the keeper bar and opened the shutters without anybody hearing a thing,”

      “He knew what he was doing, sir,” Scuddamore agreed reluctantly.

      Anstruther ignored Scuddamore’s comments. His words were addressed to Watters, although he faced and spoke to Mackay. “He left his calling card, Mr Mackay.”

      Watters felt the blood drain from his face. Despite his success in arresting some unpleasant criminals, he knew Abernethy was still at large.

      Mackay stiffened. “What calling card, Anstruther?”

      “A biscuit, sir. An Abernethy biscuit.”

      “Oh, dear God.” Watters felt all his guarded elation slide away. Walter Abernethy could not have been clearer. “He’s taunting us, sir. He knows we know who he is, and he’s laughing at us.”

      “And I have to find the money to pay for damage to Mr Gilbride’s window,” Mackay lifted the biscuit that Anstruther handed to him, snorted, and threw it into the pail that passed for a bucket. “We went to a lot of effort and expense to catch a few petty thieves. It was not a good day, not a good day at all, Sergeant Watters. I expect better in future.”

      “Yes, sir, Watters said.

      Mackay stalked away, with Anstruther hovering for a moment longer.

      “Your little games cost the police a great deal of money and some credibility, Sergeant Watters,” Anstruther said. “I advise you to stick to proper policing in future, rather than trying to be clever.”

      “We took a cracksman and three rogues off the streets,” Duff said, philosophically.

      “The magistrate will throw out the case,” Anstruther said. “Breaking into an empty room to steal a handful of bricks? I can almost hear the laughter now.” He walked away, tall, dignified, and cold.

      Duff called after him. “Catching four criminals would be a good day’s work in other circumstances.”

      Watters shook his head. “Aye, Duff, in other circumstances, it would. In that case, we failed, and Abernethy is laughing at us.” He saw the packet of Abernethy biscuits that somebody had placed on his desk and frowned. “And you can take that bloody thing away!”

      Murdoch stood in the doorway, stuffing tobacco into his pipe. “I thought you might like them, George,” he said.

      Watters opened his mouth to reply, closed it, and sat down. He knew that Murdoch was trying to inject humour into a grim situation, but he was in no mood to laugh. Although he had taken a quartet of thieves off the streets, he was now convinced that a police officer was passing information onto Abernethy.

      Then he remembered the brass buckle in Anstruther’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Watters was always glad to return home to Castle Street. He resented working overtime that kept him from his wife, but the consolation was the extra money that paid the rent and put food on the table. The sensation of putting the key in his lock was deeply satisfying, as was knowing he had no debts and some savings in the bank.

      His house had three rooms, a bedroom, a living room, and a minuscule kitchen, with front and back windows to allow light. It was not large but compared to the houses in which most people in industrial Scotland lived, it was a small palace, and Marie kept it immaculate.

      Marie’s initial smile faded as she saw the expression on Watters’ face. “Did you not catch him, then?”

      Watters slumped onto his chair. “We caught the fellows who robbed Mr Gilbride’s offices,” he said. “Thanks to your help.”

      “Well, that’s good, surely?” Marie sat opposite him.

      “It should be good,” Watters agreed, “if the men we caught were the men we wanted to catch.”

      “And weren’t they?”

      “No,” Watters said. “We caught a cracksman and three wild men, but not Abernethy and his companion.”

      “Why is that?” Marie asked.

      “Abernethy didn’t turn up,” Watters said. “I did all I could to catch him, and he evaded me with ease.” He sighed, looking into the bright fire. “Too much ease.” He explained about the Abernethy biscuit.

      “The cheeky blaggard!” Marie said, with the hint of a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. “Did you keep the biscuit?”

      “I did not,” Watters said.

      Marie’s smile broadened. “A pity, they’re one of my favourites. They cure indigestion,” she said. “And wind.” She nudged him. “You caught four criminals, George. That’s a good day’s work.”

      “It’s not good enough,” Watters said. “I wanted Abernethy and whoever he is working with.”

      “Well, George, you didn’t arrest him, and there’s no sense in moping over it,” Marie adopted her wifely voice. “So, sit up, work out what went wrong and what you can do about it.”

      “I know what went wrong,” Watters said. “Somebody told Abernethy about my plan, so when half the Dundee detective force and two of the finest uniforms were in one place, he struck somewhere else and left me a biscuit!”

      “Somebody?” Marie raised her eyebrows.

      “My informants warned me that a policeman calling himself Lieutenant Kinghorn helping Abernethy.”

      “I don’t know an officer of that name,” Marie said.

      “There isn’t one,” Watters said. “But somebody, probably somebody in the police, informed Abernethy of my plan.”

      “And?” Marie asked.

      “And what?”

      “And what do you intend doing about it?”

      Watters stared into the fire for a moment. “I am not sure,” he said. “I must catch him, but I can’t think how.”

      “You’ll think of something,” Marie looked up as the baby started to cry. “Oh, well, there goes our two minutes of peace.”

      “I’ll go,” Watters said, smiling.

      Marie watched as Watters walked through to the other room. She had bought a dozen Abernethy biscuits from the local shop but decided not to produce them. She knew her man was not in the mood.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, Watters,” Mackay leaned back in his chair. “Your plan worked to an extent. We did get four unpleasant characters off the streets, but I fear we are no closer to catching Walter Abernethy.”

      “No, sir,” Watters said. “It’s possible that a police officer is involved.”

      Mackay stiffened in his seat as his fingers began their devil’s tattoo on the desk. “Tell me all you know, Sergeant.”

      Watters related everything he knew without mentioning his suspicion of Lieutenant Anstruther.

      Mackay listened, noting down the details. “Do you have a description?”

      “Not really, sir. I know he is very tall.”

      Mackay sighed. “In the land of the blind, Watters, a one-eyed man is king. To the majority of people in Dundee, every police officer is very tall. You’d better do better than that.”

      “I will, sir,” Watters did not mention Anstruther’s brass buckle.

      “This fellow calls himself Lieutenant Kinghorn,” Mackay said when Watters finished. “Do you have any suspects, Watters?”

      “No, sir.”

      Mackay’s fingers returned to their frenzied tapping. “I hope you are wrong, Sergeant. Who else knows?”

      “Scuddamore and Duff, sir. I thought it best not to tell Boyle and Shaw yet.”

      “I agree,” Mackay said. “How safe are your detectives?”

      “Perfectly safe, sir. They won’t say a thing.”

      Mackay stood up and looked out of his window. “Leave it with me, Watters, but monitor the situation. How are your other cases coming along?”

      “I haven’t had time to look at the scuttling one again, sir.”

      Mackay’s fingers began to drum on the window ledge. “Have you made a decision about the new detective?”

      “Not yet, sir,” Watters said. “I’ve set them a task, and I’ll see which one gets the better result.”

      “What task?” Mackay’s fingers stilled.

      “These Fenian rumours, sir. Scuddamore found a poster advertising a Fenian outbreak in Dundee, and I sent them to find out more information.”

      Mackay’s stilled his fingers and turned to face Watters. “That’s an important job, Watters. We don’t want any of that Irish-Scottish trouble in Dundee. Do you think the prospective men are ready for that level of responsibility?”

      “We’ll soon find out, sir,” Watters said. “In my opinion, if any group planned to cause trouble in Dundee, they wouldn’t advertise in advance.”

      Mackay raised his eyebrows, and for an instant, Watters thought he saw some respect in the pale eyes. “You don’t believe it’s a genuine threat, then?”

      “No, sir,” Watters said.

      Mackay’s fingers drummed for another few moments. “All right, Watters. That’s all. Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Watters swung his cane like a golf club and looked for his two prospective detectives along Dudhope Street. When he heard the tramp of marching feet, he smiled. The sound brought back memories of his time in the Royal Marines and his few years as an NCO with the Volunteers before he concentrated solely on his police career. Resisting the instinct to salute, Watters watched the half dozen red-coated Volunteers march towards the town centre. They were mostly very young, probably still teenagers, hopeful that the glamour of the uniform attracted girls, with one older man with the stripes of a corporal in charge. As they marched, their bayonets bounced from their hips while gas light reflected from the barrels of their Enfield rifles.

      “Good luck to you, lads,” Watters said. “Let’s hope you never have to fire these things in earnest.”

      He heard the Volunteers argue about some trifle, automatically opened his mouth to blast them into silence, and closed it again. Squabbles among Volunteers were no longer his business unless they disturbed the public peace.

      “Fenians!”

      Watters had nearly forgotten the Fenian scare. Now the word came to him, carried on some nebulous draught of air. He looked up, swung his cane again, and stepped into the shadows so he could hear without anybody observing him.

      “They’re Fenians, I tell you, come to storm Dundee.”

      Watters frowned. The speaker sounded very young. “Oh, dear Lord,” he said when he heard a concerted yell from a score of voices.

      A gaggle of children of both sexes and ages from ten to about fourteen charged along the street. They were all chanting, “The Fenians are here! The Fenians are here!”

      What the devil is this? Watters asked himself.

      When they came within twenty yards of the Volunteers, the mob of youngsters stopped and let loose a high-pitched yell. “Fenians!”

      The Volunteer corporal stepped forward, presumably to ask the children where these Fenians were, only to flinch when a volley of stones rattled past him. “We’re not Fenians!” he shouted.

      “That won’t work, Corporal,” Watters murmured. He sighed, wondering how best to resolve the situation as the Volunteers retaliated by throwing back the children’s stones. Within two minutes, Dudhope Street was a riot scene as children and Volunteers threw stones and insults at each other, with the growing number of children quickly in the ascendancy. When a group of older youths reinforced the children, the scene became more violent as they threw larger stones with more force.

      A Volunteer yelled as a stone caught him on the forehead, knocking off his forage cap.

      “We’re not Fenians,” the corporal shouted again, then staggered as a missile opened a cut on his scalp. “You wee buggers!”

      “Enough!” Watters roared and strode forward, swinging his cane. “Dundee Police!” He may as well have called down the moon as the barrage of stones continued in both directions.

      “He’s a bluebottle!” One of the youths yelled, pointing to Watters. “A Fenian bluebottle! Get him!”

      Watters ducked as a chunk of rock the size of his fist whizzed past his head. The youths shouted strange slogans as they followed their leader, pelting Watters as vigorously as they attacked the Volunteers.

      “Dundee Police!” Watters stepped in between both groups, knowing he made himself more vulnerable. “Stop this!” He raised both arms. “Dundee Police!”

      A stone clattered off the ground at his feet, and another cracked him on the arm. If he were in uniform, he might have been more effective, or he could have used his rattle to summon help. As it was, he was a lone voice in a rising volume of shouts and shrieks and a central target for the youths.

      When a sudden rush by the youths prompted the Volunteers to band closer together, the corporal gave a hesitant order, and the men fixed bayonets.

      “None of that!” Watters snapped, with a vision of bloodied and broken youths if the Volunteers charged. “Dundee Police! Put these damned bayonets away!”

      “You’re no bluebottle,” one of the Volunteers said. “You’re only an interfering bugger of a civilian. Where’s your uniform?”

      Watters strode forward and slashed his cane on the man’s rifle. “You’ll do as I tell you,” he said. He staggered when a stone crashed onto the back of his head and then gasped as a bottle thumped onto his shoulder.

      “Bayonets, men! Show them the bayonet!” The corporal shouted.

      “No!” Watters roared, and the voice of authority finally stilled the Volunteers. Even the youths were silent for a moment, and then a tousle-haired redhead lobbed another missile, and the barrage started again. One of the Volunteers slid his bayonet in place with a sinister click. When other Volunteers followed his lead, the situation altered from dangerous to potentially lethal.

      I’ll either be a martyr or a hero here, but I must try and stop this madness.

      Stepping towards the Volunteers, Watters grabbed the rifle from the nearest man. “Put that bloody thing down! You’re in Dundee, not the North-West Frontier! You can’t go around bayonetting people just because they throw stones at you!”

      The other Volunteers crowded round, one or two nursing cuts and bruises, some angry and brandishing their bayonets at Watters.

      What the devil do I do now?

      “Corporal! Get your men under control. You’re not here to fight children!”

      The harsh police rattle was welcome as it sounded through the commotion, and two uniformed officers marched into the mob of youths, scattering them with sundry pushes and the odd slap to ears and heads. One swung his long staff at the youths’ legs, pressing them back.

      “Get along there!” The taller of the two said. “These men are not Fenians!”

      Assailed from this unexpected direction, the youthful army frayed at the edges. They began to retreat, singly and then in small groups until the Dundee Police were in total control of the situation. The Volunteers stared at the newcomers, with the corporal unsure how to react.

      “There is no Fenian threat to Dundee!” The taller of the two police shouted as the last of the youths ran away. “Tell that to all your friends.” He approached Watters. “That was a Donnybrook, a regular Donnybrook. Are you all right, Sergeant?”

      “Glad to see you, Constable Boyle,” Watters rubbed the back of his head. He could feel a lump already forming there. “I am glad you turned up. Things were looking decidedly nasty.”

      Boyle grinned, with Shaw like a shadow at his back. “We heard the commotion, Sergeant, and heard somebody shouting Fenians and thought we’d come along.”

      “You were just in time,” Watters said. “Corporal, put these bayonets back in their scabbards and get on with your duty!”

      “Yes, sir.” The corporal muttered orders to his now-sheepish men. Watters watched the Volunteers shamble away, resisted the temptation to shout after them to march to attention, and checked himself for broken bones. Considering the noise and volume of stones, he was surprised that nobody was seriously hurt, with only a few cuts and bruises on either side.

      “Sergeant,” Boyle put a hand inside his tunic and pulled out a copy of the Fenian poster. “I found out more about this poster. Is this the right time to tell you?”

      “No time like the present,” Watters said. “What did you find out?”

      Boyle stood at attention. “Shaw and I spoke to the people in Lochee and the Scouringburn, Sergeant, as you said. Most of the Irish folk knew about the Fenian Brotherhood, and some had even seen this poster. Nobody knew anything about an attack by the Fenians.”

      “Would they tell you the truth?” Watters asked. “People tend to lie to the police, even when they’re in civilian clothes.”

      “Shaw can put on an Irish accent, Sergeant.”

      “Can you, Shaw?”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Shaw said. “My mother was Irish.”

      “Good man. So is my wife,” Watters said, wondering if there was more to quiet Constable Shaw than met the eye.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Boyle said. “We were getting nowhere, and we decided to go to the source.” He unfolded the poster and pointed to a small name at the bottom. “We went to the printer, Sergeant, that’s his name there, James Valentine, and asked him who ordered the posters.”

      “Good thinking, Boyle,” Watters said.

      “Mr Valentine checked his accounts book and told us that a theatrical company paid for a hundred posters.”

      Watters looked up as a wind carried rain from the sea. Dundee had the reputation as Scotland’s driest and sunniest city but still received its fair share of foul weather. “Did you follow your investigations through?” He wanted detectives who could act on their initiative rather than men who merely followed orders from above.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Boyle said. “Shaw and I checked up on the theatre company, and they are producing a play in the Alhambra Music Hall.”

      Watters nodded. “Is it about the Fenians?”

      Boyle smiled. “Yes, Sergeant. The Alhambra thought the poster would raise interest in the forthcoming play.”

      “Well done, Boyle, and you, Shaw. When your shift is finished, go back to the Alhambra, and tell the manager to remove all the posters. If they refuse, charge them with creating public disorder.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Boyle said.

      Watters watched the constables walk away and rubbed the back of his head. That cleared up the Fenian threat and showed him the mettle of Constables Boyle and Shaw. Boyle had waded into the youths without hesitating and had shown considerable initiative in investigating the poster. Shaw? Watters was not sure. Shaw seemed too quiet for a detective. We’ll see. It’s early days yet, but I’d prefer a man with more fire.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, George,” Marie leaned back in her chair, with the baby at her breast. “How is the case progressing?”

      “Not well,” Watters admitted. “We are no closer to catching the culprits than we were at the beginning.”

      “Don’t bite!” Marie admonished. “Not you, George. I was talking to Patrick.”

      Watters smiled. “Maybe we weren’t lucky that he was born with a tooth.”

      “I’ve never heard the like before,” Marie said, looking down fondly at her son. “Did you know that some men are jealous of their children?”

      “Jealous? Why?” Watters reached out to touch Patrick’s shoulder. The baby gave a little gurgle of protest at being disturbed.

      “Well,” Marie jiggled her breast. “This was your exclusive territory until he arrived.”

      Watters smiled. “I think he has prior rights,” he said. “As long as he doesn’t bite too hard.”

      “He’s biting now,” Marie winced and changed sides. “Have you thought about how to progress with your case?”

      “No,” Watters said. “I am no further forward.”

      Marie looked up. “Do you know who this rogue officer is?”

      “No.”

      “Who do you suspect?”

      Watters considered. “I don’t know,” he said. “Some things point to Anstruther.”

      “Lieutenant Anstruther?” Marie asked, in case there were others in the force with the same name.

      “The very man.”

      Marie considered for a while before replying. “Then you’ll have to ensure he doesn’t learn of your tactics.” She looked up. “Are you sure you don’t suspect Anstruther just because you dislike the man?”

      “I’m not sure of anything,” Watters said and explained about Anstruther’s brass buckle and the broken buckle in Sinclair’s.

      “A broken buckle on its own signifies nothing,” Marie said.

      “I know.” Watters reached for his pipe until Marie shook her head. “Don’t smoke in front of the baby, George.”

      “Smoke’s good for them. It clears their lungs.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Marie said. “Smoke makes me cough and stings my eyes, so imagine what it does to this wee man.”

      Watters sighed and put his pipe back on the mantelpiece. Sometimes Marie had the strangest ideas, but it was better to accept her foibles rather than argue.

      “What’s your next move, George? You always have some ploy up your sleeve.”

      Watters glanced at the baby, who had fallen asleep while remaining firmly attached to his mother. “I honestly don’t know, Marie.”

      “You trust Scuds and Duff, of course.” That was more a command than a question.

      “I do. Duff can be too honest sometimes.”

      “It’s impossible to be too honest,” Marie said. “How about your two new men. Are they up to snuff?”

      “I don’t know about them yet. Boyle has promise, but Shaw is a bit shy, maybe even lazy.”

      Marie snorted. “Lazy won’t last in the force,” she said. “How about your informants?”

      “They feed me scraps,” Watters walked to the window and stared outside. “We don’t have much of a view here,” he said. “Only the houses across the street. I’d like a house with a view of the sea or the hills.”

      “Maybe some time,” Marie said and shifted the baby slightly. “You can see the Old Steeple if you stand on the right and twist your head.”

      “So I can,” Watters followed Marie’s advice. The Old Steeple was central to Dundee, although it was a tower rather than a pointed steeple. It was the focal point of the City Churches and acted as a landmark for homecoming sailors and the home of the church bells that summoned the faithful to Sunday worship.

      “I often look at the Steeple when you are on duty,” Marie said. “It gives me comfort.” She eyed him, gently persuasive. “You must get a good view of the town from there.”

      “I’ve never been to the top,” Watters admitted.

      “I’d imagine,” Marie spoke slowly, “that a man up there could see everything that was happening in the streets.”

      “He could,” Watters agreed. “He could observe without being seen and send a message to somebody on the ground below.”

      Marie sat back, satisfied she had done her duty. Now her husband would water the seed she had planted and convince himself the idea was entirely his own. She held her baby closer. “But we know, don’t we, my wee man?”

      “What was that, Marie?”

      “Oh, nothing, George. I was talking to Patrick. Mothers do such things.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

        

      

    

    
      At 165 feet high, the Old Steeple dominated the centre of Dundee, although Watters found the 232 steps quite strenuous after a busy daytime shift. Watters and Scuddamore could see most of the town centre from the chamber at the top as they stood with their telescopes poised, scanning every street.

      “Thank goodness the lamplighter will be here soon,” Watters said as the evening light faded. “Or we’ll be wasting our time up here.”

      Scuddamore laughed. “After all the effort to climb the stairs, too. I do wish we had more men, Sergeant.”

      “So do I,” Watters agreed. “But we don’t know who to trust. When I reminded Mr Mackay about Lieutenant Kinghorn, he saw my reasoning. We’ll have to cope with the two of us, plus Duff down there on the ground.”

      Scuddamore gave a low chuckle. “Duff’s not the fastest man on his feet, but once he gets something in his mind, he’s the most determined.”

      Watters thought of Duff’s spread of shoulders and depth of chest. “There are few criminals who could best him if he gets hold of them.” He had wondered who to post at ground level. Scuddamore was undoubtedly the faster of his two detectives, but Duff was the more formidable if the culprits showed resistance.

      They settled down, constantly moving to scan the streets. An occasional man, or group of men, walked past, going to overnight work, or returning from a late shift. Waters focussed the telescope on a tall figure and nodded when he saw it was the beat constable. Boyle worked methodically, checking the shop doors and windows to ensure they were locked.

      “He’s a good man, that Boyle,” Scuddamore said.

      “I’ve got my eye on him,” Watters agreed. “He’s more than just a body in a uniform. He’s got a head on his shoulders.”

      “How about the other fellow, Shaw?”

      Watters considered before replying. “I’m not sure about him, Scuddamore. He seems reluctant to push himself forward as if he’s waiting for somebody to tell him what to do. He seems shy to me.”

      “Maybe he’s only thoughtful, Sergeant.”

      “And maybe I’ll inherit a fortune and live in a castle.”

      The lamplighter arrived to set a flame to the oil lamps that spread their flickering light across the principal streets.

      “I’ve heard that sneak-thieves curse these lanterns,” Scuddamore continued their previous conversation. “They make hiding much more difficult.”

      Watters smiled. “One young thief told me that street lighting is worth ten policemen,” he said.

      A group of young apprentices appeared, shouting to prove their manhood and singing a popular song as evidence of their youth. Watters focussed his telescope on them for a moment, then dismissed them as rowdy but harmless. Boyle stepped up to the apprentices, remonstrating.

      “Good man, again, Boyle,” Watters said again as the boys cursed the policeman and then moved away without singing. Boyle followed them to ensure they kept moving.

      The youths retaliated, trying to intimidate Boyle by their numbers. He cuffed one across the back of the head and pushed them along the street, holding his staff in his left hand.

      “Do you think Boyle needs help?” Scuddamore asked.

      “I want to see how he handles the situation,” Watters replied.

      Boyle remained with the apprentices until they were outside his beat when he handed them over to Constable Spalding. The experienced Spalding shared a joke with the apprentices to defuse the tension and escorted them towards the Overgate, where they dispersed to their various homes.

      “Boyle did well,” Scuddamore said.

      When a dark carriage rattled over the cobbles, Watters stiffened and focussed his telescope. “This could be our man,” he said, for cracksmen often parked a fast carriage close to the scene of their crimes for a quick escape.

      The carriage sped past, its wheels a blur and the driver using the whip more often than Watters liked.

      “I know that chariot,” Scuddamore followed its passage through his telescope. “It belongs to Muirhead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Sergeant. He had a bit of a smash with a jute wagon a few months ago and damaged his rear wheel. See how the offside rear wheel is newer than the others?”

      Watters altered the angle of his telescope. “It’s slightly different.”

      “Yes, the carriage was hand made in Edinburgh, and the local coachworks could not quite replicate the fancy work of the spokes.”

      “What the devil is Muirhead doing out here at this time of night? It can’t be business.”

      Scuddamore watched Muirhead’s coach as it negotiated the narrow passage into the Murraygate. “He’s not stopping, Sergeant.”

      “I don’t think we’ve finished with the charming Mr Muirhead yet,” Watters said. “With burglars using a foreganger line to enter jewellers and him driving his carriage through the streets at all times of night.” He shook his head. “Scuddamore, look into the foreganger connection again. Talk to people at the whaling company and see if there are any identifiable marks. If I had another detective, I’d post him outside Muirhead’s house to watch his movements.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said. “You have Boyle and Shaw.”

      Watters considered for a moment. “They did well with your Fenian poster, Scuddamore. You may have an idea there.” He frowned as something in the street below caught his attention. “Come here, Scuddamore. Something’s happening.”

      Scuddamore joined him. “Where, Sergeant?”

      Watters pointed. “Over there. You can just about make out movement in Fletcher’s Close.”

      Scuddamore adjusted his telescope. “I can’t see anything. Wait, yes, I can, Sergeant. It’s a man crouching down. No, no, there are two men.”

      “Two furtive men at night?” Watters nodded. “I think we’re onto something, Scuddamore. And is it a coincidence that Mr Muirhead passed a minute ago? Where’s Boyle now?” Watters looked for the beat constable and checked his watch. “He’s at the furthest end of his beat. These lads have timed it well. Come on, Scuddamore.”

      Leaving the telescopes to be collected later, Watters grabbed his cane and ran down the stairs with Scuddamore a few steps behind him. They had left the steeple door unlocked and dived outside to move, long-striding, in the direction of the suspected break-in.

      Watters strode quietly, hoping to catch the burglars when they were busy, but one of the two men looked up as the detectives approached. Abandoning their tools, they fled in the opposite direction. All Watters saw were two men dressed in dark clothing, with their faces blackened to avoid recognition.

      “Spring your rattle!” Watters shouted, with all pretence of silence ended.

      Scuddamore already had the heavy wooden rattle in his hand and spun it, with the harsh grating audible a long distance in the quiet night-time streets. The two fugitives increased their speed as they ran, with the slightly slower of the two glancing over his shoulder at the pursuing policemen. Watters saw the gleam of eyes in the blackened face.

      “Stop!” Watters shouted, knowing it was futile. “Dundee Police!” He did not see from where Duff appeared as the broad-shouldered officer joined the chase.

      “They’re splitting up!” Scuddamore warned as the two fugitives headed in different directions.

      “Take the man on the right,” Watters ordered, “I’ll take the other.” He knew that Scuddamore was the faster runner, and the fugitive on the right was gaining, while the man on the left was slower.

      Watters’ quarry slid into a close and clambered up a wall with amazing agility as Watters followed, losing distance with every step. “Dundee Police!” Watters shouted again in a hopeless attempt to slow the man down. The fugitive slid over the wall, vaulting like a champion athlete at the Highland Games. Watters followed, barking his knees on the rough coping stone, glad the owner had not cemented broken glass on top.

      The far side of the wall was dark, with nothing visible and an atrocious stench of human waste. Watters crouched beside the wall, listening intently. He knew he would hear footsteps if the fugitive was still running and breathing if the man was in hiding.

      “You’re still here,” Watters spoke in a conversational tone. “It’s no good running or hiding. I have twenty policemen around the area. It’s only a matter of time until we catch you.”

      The fugitive made no response, yet Watters knew he was there, standing or crouching in the dark and hoping Watters would pass him.

      “I can hear your breathing,” Watters said, wishing he had a lantern as the beat constables carried.

      There was no reply. A cat howled somewhere, and then silence returned, thick and heavy, broken by an outbreak of voices in the dark. Watters recognised Duff’s strident tones and hoped he was having more success.

      “Did you hear that?” Watters said. “That was my men catching your accomplice. Now he’ll get a lighter sentence while you’ll get transported back to Australia, Mr Abernethy.” Watters gambled that his guesswork was correct. “Oh, we know all about you, Walter. We’ve been watching you for some time.”

      With his eyes becoming accustomed to the dark, Watters looked around. He was in a small triangular courtyard with high walls on two sides and the cliff-face of a tenement on the third. Any access must be at the foot of the tenement wall, so Watters moved in that direction, hoping to block off his quarry. Unfortunately, the fugitive had the same idea and bumped into Watters in the dark.

      In the confusion, Watters swung his cane, missed, and swore as the fugitive pushed him aside and dived for a rectangle of greater dark that was the exit from the courtyard.

      “Stop that man!” Watters roared as he gave chase.

      The doorway led to a narrow, curving passage off which doors opened. The fugitive ran silently, with Watters pounding behind him.

      They emerged into the Nethergate, where streetlights cast shifting shadows and the wind slanted around the corners of buildings. “Stop, thief!” Watters shouted, fully aware that the burglar was faster than him. A stray dog passed him, tail between its legs and its head down. Watters saw the fugitive pass under a streetlight, with his soft shoes lighter than Watters’ boots and making no noise on the paving stones.

      “Stop thief!”

      The fugitive moved faster, running in a straight line down the centre of the Nethergate. Watters knew he could not catch him and tried to recognise the man by his back view. He was young, in his late teens or early twenties, and very agile, but that description could fit many of the thieves in Dundee.

      The fugitive dashed into a close and, by the time Watters reached the entrance, had vanished.

      “Sergeant!” Boyle arrived, glancing up and down the street. “What’s to do?”

      “Down that close!” Watters panted. “One of our burglars!”

      Boyle ran down the close, with the thump of his footsteps echoing in the dark. Watters followed, catching his breath, and fighting his lack of sleep. Working long hours and helping care for a baby was not the best combination for a man fast approaching forty.

      Boyle’s footsteps faded away, leaving an eerie silence in the close. Watters slid into the shadows, watching and listening, expecting his quarry to double back. The wind increased, with the rain no longer a drizzle but a blustering onslaught onto the beleaguered citizens of Dundee.

      “I lost him, Sergeant,” Boyle reported softly.

      “So did I, Boyle,” Watters said.

      “Sorry, Sergeant,” Boyle sounded disappointed.

      “It can’t be helped,” Watters cursed quietly. “We’ll get him next time.”

      Duff and Scuddamore arrived, looking disconsolate. “He escaped,” Scuddamore said.

      Once again, Watters’ quarry had eluded him. Twice now, he had set a trap, and twice he had failed. Perhaps Lieutenant Anstruther was correct, and he should rely on the painstaking, inch-by-inch detective work rather than on his more unorthodox methods.
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        * * *

      

      The draper’s shop was a mess, with the desk splintered where the thief had smashed the lock.

      “This doesn’t look like the same culprit,” Watters said. “That’s not Abernethy’s style.”

      “Maybe somebody else was working last night,” Duff knelt beside the desk. “Whoever he was, he had no finesse, Sergeant. I think he used a chisel to force the drawer open here.”

      “Aye,” Watters nodded. “Hardly the work of a master cracksman. More likely a youth after a quick couple of pounds to waste on drink and women.”

      “Money spent on drink and women is never wasted,” Scuddamore murmured.

      “Get working,” Watters snarled. “These blackguards are making fools of us!”

      The shop manager arrived, looking in horror at the chaos within his shop.

      “What was stolen, sir?” Watters asked. “Did you have much inside the desk?”

      “Only the float, Sergeant, a few pounds in silver and copper in case the early customers needed change.” The manager checked his stock. “We’re missing a coat, waistcoat, two shirts, and three sets of men’s drawers.”

      “Is this from your stock, sir?” Scuddamore held up a pair of worn and grey men’s underwear between his finger and thumb. “They’re well used.”

      “They’re certainly not ours,” the manager said. “We carry the Smedley drawers from Matlock in Derbyshire. These?” He turned away. “Those are disgusting.”

      “I agree,” Watters said. “I think the thief changed here, leaving his underwear behind and donning a new pair.”

      “The dirty bugger,” Scuddamore said.

      “Dirty bugger perhaps,” Watters said, “but also a thief.” He sighed. “No biscuit crumbs this time, Scuddamore, but keep hold of the drawers.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Scuddamore said.
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        * * *

      

      “Three burglaries last night,” Watters said, fighting the anger that threatened to overcome him. “A hotel safe, a draper’s shop and a merchant’s warehouse.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Duff and Scuddamore looked as unhappy as Watters felt. “We stopped the last, but Abernethy, if it was he, got quite a haul from the hotel.”

      “Not from the draper’s, though,” Scuddamore said. “He only got a few pounds there and a coat and waistcoat.” He lowered his voice, “and nobody tipped off Abernethy this time.”

      That was because we didn’t inform any other police officers.

      “And we have a clue,” Duff reminded.

      “A clue? Is that what you call it?” Watters clenched his fists. “By the living Christ, we have ships sinking all over the sea and burglars robbing Dundee blind, and what do we have to show for it? We know by the scuff marks on the wall that there were two, with one taller or with bigger feet than the other. What else do we have?”

      “A pair of drawers, Sergeant,” Duff said.

      When Scuddamore began to laugh, Watters silenced him with a sharp poke in the ribs. “I’m glad you find it amusing, Scuddamore. I have a good mind to round up all the known thieves in Dundee and have them drop their trousers so you can examine their drawers for a pair from Smedley of Matlock.”

      Scuddamore stopped laughing. He knew that Watters was capable of carrying out his threat. “Yes, Sergeant.”

      “Tea!” Watters said, and Duff poured out three mugs and handed them around.

      “Duff, was the man you followed carrying a bag?”

      “No, Sergeant.”

      “Nor was mine,” Watters said. “I think they dumped the takings when they saw us, which means they’ll return later. We will scour the surroundings.” He sipped the tea. “Come on, boys, the thieves won’t act with so many uniforms around, but let’s set a wee trap for them.”
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