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​CHAPTER 1
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SOME CASES COME AT you even when you're not really looking for one. I'd been on a good run of work for a change, I had money both in my pocket and in the bank, I was drinking beer and Talisker in a favorite pub and for once I was minding my own business. That's when the cosmos decided it wanted to fuck with somebody and that it was my turn between the millstones.

The Bon Accord has changed a lot over the course of the decades in which I've been a frequent flyer at its bar. Back when I was a lad it was a place known only to the chosen few who preferred their beer to be hand pulled and not pumped up with fizz and chemicals. You could have a smoke in the bar back then too. But like the auld city herself, the bar slowly rose from its early roots and dragged itself upmarket. These days it's bigger than ever, noisier and much more boisterous than previously, an old lady going through a second childhood. I miss being able to wash smoke down with my booze. But the beer is kept as well as ever was and the recent explosion of small ale breweries across the country means that my choice of ambrosia is greater than it has ever been. 

I'd spent a lazy afternoon working my way through a succession of strong Highland ales and hadn't paid much attention to the other customers but I wasn't too drunk to notice the young guy who never met my gaze when I looked his way.

He wore a smart gray suit, a clean white shirt and dirty, damp shoes that told me he'd done a fair bit of walking around town. His haircut was expensively right for today but he ruined the effect by constantly running his hand through it from front to back. His glasses must have cost more than I earned on a good month and he was drinking a half of Guinness as if he was intending to make it last all day. I already didn't like him and that was before he finally decided on action. He came to stand at the bar beside me, started speaking, and I realized he wasn't a local.

"Mr. Adams?" he said and I immediately had him pegged as well-off, public school and Highland, from one of those damp, brutal places where the rich send their kids to toughen them up and keep them out of the way.

"Depends who's asking," I said. 

He sat, perched on the stool beside me as if unused to being so far off the ground.

"I'm David Balfour and I have a job for you."

"Office hours are nine to five in my place in Byres Road," I said.

"I know, I tried. You weren't there. I slipped the auld man in the paper shop a fiver and he told me to try here."

I'd need to have a word with Joe about referrals when I got back but for now at least I knew the lad was keen on getting my attention. I decided to see how keen.

"Get me a double Talisker and we'll talk," I said. 

"I'll get you two and you can listen," he replied.

I was warming to him as he fetched the whiskies and led me away to a booth in a quiet corner for his story.

"I need you to do something for me. But first I need to tell you about a house, a very strange house," he said. "There are houses like it all over the world. Most people only know of them from whispered stories in pubs; tall tales told to scare the unwary. But some, those who suffer, some of us know better. We are drawn to the places where what ails us can be eased. If we have the will, the fortitude, we can peer into another life, where the dead are not gone, where we can see that they thrive and go on."

I stopped him before he got in too deep.

"You can skip the spiel," I said. "I've got form in that area myself. I even got the sigil to prove it"

I rolled up my left sleeve and showed him the stuff that dreams are made of that was tattooed there.

He nodded and looked grim.

"That's going to make this easier than I thought," he replied and took an impressive swig of the Talisker that had me warming to him further still.

"So what do you need from me?" I replied.

"Firstly, to listen," he replied and I sat back, wished I could have a smoke and let him unravel his story for me.

*
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IT WAS SOMETHING ABOUT a great-great-grandfather and one of the Sigil houses here in Glasgow. There was death, grief and the finding, then losing of a loved one behind a heavy oak door. There was something about a fire, one that only the door survived but by then I was away with the fairies. I only heard half of the lad's spiel due to a combination of the booze and a rush of memories that were too raw to keep contained.

When I said I had form with tattoos and strange houses, I wasn't kidding. I  discovered my own way into the secrets of the Sigil houses by following a woman; a friend who might have become more if we'd only been given the time. I'd got the tattoo for her, my price of entry to the place where the barriers are thin. I hadn't been able to prevent her from getting lost beyond the veil though and although I've visited the house in Hyndland Road where it happened many times since that night, I can tell you, as one who suffers, that what ails me hasn't been eased in the slightest.

"So, do you think you can help me?" the lad asked bringing me out of my reverie.

"So far all I've heard is a wee ghost story," I replied, hoping I'd heard just enough to follow his gist. "If I'm taking your money I'll need something more concrete to go on."

"That's why I told you about the door," he replied. "I need to find that green door."

"Who are you, Shaking fucking Stevens?" I answered but the aging reference whooshed over his head too fast for him to catch it. I needed a new line in patter for younger clients.

"The door," he insisted. "That's what I need. It's my own personal totem if you like, my way into the houses, and I can't continue my work without it."

"And what kind of work might that be?" I asked but it seemed he was done with the talking part and we were now into the dickering. I had one last try at him before we got down to brass tacks.

"Have you tried the Hyndland House? The wifie there might have a lead for you?"

"That's for you to follow up," he said. "You have a sigil—I don't."

I got the impression there should have been a 'yet' added to his last sentence but I didn't push it; by then we were talking money and he had plenty of it to splash around. By the time we parted with a handshake an hour later I had his phone number, four hundred quid in my pocket, a name—George Hoskins—and a date, back in the early Twentieth Century. 

Not much to go on but at two hundred a day plus expenses I was prepared to spend a while on it.

*
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I TOOK THE LONG WAY back to clear my head and walked while smoking—Sauchihall Street into and through Kelvingrove Park then up and over University Avenue, but instead of heading home my first port of call was to the obvious place to start—the Sigil house on Hyndland Road. 

I didn't go in straight away—I stood at the roadside, remembering the first time I noticed this place. I'd been hunting a lead, a man called John Andrews. 

Having lived in the area for most of my adult life I thought I knew all the tall townhouses on this street but on that day when I reached the number I'd been given I felt certain I'd never looked at this particular one before. My gaze had always slipped, or been dragged, past it, nothing to see here, move right on along. 
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