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To Graham and Michael


— fellow travellers




Chapter 1


If you want to be a wolf, you must howl.


Rousseau to James Boswell


A deathly hush had fallen on Leith Harbour as a horde of white faces stared up into the dripping sombre sky. The drops had smeared and caused the chalked make-up of the young men to run, giving them the appearance of distorted circus clowns, the dark rings round their eyes sliding like black tears as they held a collective breath.


The object of their scrutiny was a slender cane projecting like a stray moonbeam towards the top of a stately ship’s mast. In fact an official vessel of Her Majesty’s Revenue Service, but for this moment trembling on the edge of being the recipient of an equally stately corset that dangled from the tip of the cane.


The underwear swayed as if shying away from the jutting masculine naval staff and then coyly wreathed itself in fond embrace to surrender her charms, helped by an impatient prod from the conductor’s baton.


But would she stay the course?


The stick removed itself, the wind fluttered straps and buckles but the corset held steadfast, gleaming pale as streaks of water ran down old satin in the dark night.


‘She has found her hero!’


A disembodied voice rang out in the damp air, and the crowd below burst into wild cheers to hail the slight figure who shinned nimbly down the mast, mission accomplished.


As the shape landed awkwardly on the deck and hopped to the harbour flagstones, it was now obvious that the cane was no affectation – one leg lagged crablike behind the other – but despite this, the young man executed an agile caper as he accepted the adulation.


His name was Daniel Drummond, also white-faced but with jet-black hair, long and swept-back, that framed the alabaster visage in a dramatic casing.


A medical student with exams successfully passed, Daniel was soon to be qualified like the rest of his fellows; and also qualified as leader of the White Devils, who at this moment vied with the Scarlet Runners, deadly rivals in derring-do and anarchic acts aimed at creating havoc in the public domain.


Three days of mayhem were the city’s reward for the begetting and nurturing of these young bloods who would, in time, become respectable and frown upon the antics in which they now revelled.


A solid chunky figure led the congratulatory throng, Alan Grant. Drummond’s best friend, he played, with some relief, Sancho Panza to the other’s Quixote.


‘Corsets on the topmast – a beautiful sight!’ Daniel announced with gusto amidst much cheerful bedlam as the two friends embraced.


‘I hope your mother doesn’t miss them,’ was the more deliberated response.


‘She has such fripperies in abundance!’


Alan shook his head as he gazed up whence his comrade had newly descended.


‘You are truly mad, Daniel. On such a night to climb so high.’


‘Too cautious, my friend. How are we to win else?’


A refrain of agreement from the rest of the students milling around them brought a smile to Alan’s face.


In truth both young men were to some extent acting a part, as were most gathered here, but whereas Alan possessed a ballast of sorts, the prudent inheritance from generations of a cooperage-owning family, Daniel had a reckless streak. His eyes glittered like the silvery cane he twirled in triumph.


Alan nodded judiciously.


‘The Scarlets will be hard pressed to match such an exploit,’ he admitted.


‘And the White Devils will triumph –’


A hail of wet dungy clods, sky-propelled but now earth-bound, contradicted this bold assertion as they landed with smelly spattering impact on the gathering.


This was accompanied by a chorus of catcalls from a crowd of equally garishly attired young men who had emerged from one of the taverns, their tribal marking a livid scarlet, which covered the face and glowed diabolically in the dark like a satanic challenge.


A howl went up from the white ranks and as the scarlet horde whooped their jubilant way towards the narrow wynds that spread off the harbour, the corset-worshippers set forth in hot pursuit.


Daniel paused once more to admire his handiwork atop the mast and Alan loyally kept company. The crippled leg would not allow his friend to keep up with the whirling limbs of their companions and these two would perforce follow at a more measured pace.


If there was any acknowledgement of his disability, it certainly did not show in the eyes of the slender figure as he bowed solemnly to Alan and they prepared to go where the noise of the fracas would lead them.


Then a cracked voice from the shadows stopped them in their tracks.


‘I saw ye.’


A momentary fear showed in Daniel’s eyes, as if some deep unrest had been provoked by a force of conscience but then some movement from the darkness revealed an old woman who stepped forward, clutching her large handbag like a shield.


A thin face, cheekbones sucked tight in rectitude, the small figure quivered with indignation as she confronted the two miscreants.


This was Agnes Carnegie, as the youths would find out at a later juncture, much to their regret.


‘I saw ye,’ she repeated. ‘Profane a woman’s undergarments, ye sinful godless creatures.’


Daniel threw out a riposte, though Alan was already trying to edge them away from further entanglement.


‘I merely moved them to another location,’ he replied.


‘Ye have no shame!’


As Agnes spat out this verdict, some virtuous saliva joined forces with the rain falling alike on the blameless and culpable.


Nature has no favourites.


While Alan tugged at his elbow, Daniel peered with some humour into the accusing mouth.


‘No shame indeed, but yet I have my own teeth.’


The tiny form shook angrily.


‘A godless sinner!’


‘He does lack a certain pious inclination, madam. You are correct in that observation,’ said Alan earnestly, though a gleam in his eye betokened an inherent comicality to the situation.


Agnes’s hat was saturated and had folded itself around the small pointed pate like a dismal pancake. She wrenched her head right and left to scatter the seeping raindrops, and moved forward to remonstrate further.


‘Decent folk cannot walk the streets these nights without a student rabble making their life a misery.’


‘I would imagine yours to be a misery in any case, madam,’ Daniel responded ungallantly. Then, with aplomb, he limped forward and offered with outstretched hand what he thought to be a placatory gift.


It was a crudely formed rosette of white – the emblem of his faction, and indeed one of the same rested cosily in the bosom of the billowing corset above.


‘You may have one of our favours, madam. White. For purity of purpose.’


She snatched the rosette and with a vicious tweak of her clawed fingers, tore the fragile fabric in two.


Christians have never hesitated to proclaim their virtue by indiscriminate cruelty and Agnes held true to her belief; indeed the action released a further vein of moral invective sown in the Old Testament and reaped by Calvinism.


‘Ye dare insult your elders,’ she observed with tight-lipped relish. ‘Look at you. A deformed soul. See God’s punishment for your wickedness.’


Daniel’s face flushed and his hand gripped tight to the cane. ‘Go to hell,’ he muttered and allowed himself to be moved away by Alan’s restraining hand.


But Agnes had more to convey, clutching at the light grey sleeve of Daniel’s suit, a colour he wore to distinguish himself from the common herd.


‘You will wait till I have ended!’ she shrieked.


‘Take your hands from me –’


‘You will wait my pleasure –’


Alan had by now walked some paces on, thinking to be followed, but now looked back to see the struggling pair.


‘Daniel, come on with you,’ he called somewhat desperately. What had been an amusing entanglement now appeared to have a vicious aspect.


‘Let me go!’


The young man wrenched away and Agnes fell onto her backside in a puddle with an unholy splash.


‘See how I am treated, God help me!’ she cried as both youths disappeared into the darkness.


For a moment Alan looked concerned, but Daniel hauled the larger man onwards, shooting back a vindictive glance, and then all that was left was the sound of the rain.


A distant howl indicated a faraway melee as the rival students joined battle.


Agnes sat, feeling the noxious damp spread around her nether regions. It seemed an eternity passed before she gathered the strength to lever her bony form upright.


She once more clutched her handbag and muttering a deal of possibly uncharitable imprecations, moved slowly off into the darkness.


Mistress Agnes Carnegie had lodgings in Salamander Street, where the slaughterhouse welcomed most dumb animals to its bloody bosom; every night she walked the length of Leith Harbour safe in the arms of the Saviour, but this evening the inner conversation was informed with a certain malicious righteousness.


Despite her damp posterior she considered she had won the joust with the crippled reprobate – had he not fled the battle? Scuttled away like a dirty wee rat?


Agnes laughed aloud in the silence. But what was better was her discovery from an earlier time – an open book had revealed the dark secret that would give her power to use or withhold, depending upon her Christian conscience.


Oh, the pleasure to be found as fearful haunted eyes begged silently for mercy and her avoiding gaze twisted the sin deeper, like a nail in the flesh.


Then a wetness where her fleshly tissue had rarely if ever known such brought her wandering thoughts back to present circumstance.


Daniel, the other had called him. A fell disgrace for such a holy name –


The rain had stopped for a moment and something fluttered at her feet. It was the favour she had previously torn, now lying on the moist flagstones.


Agnes looked swiftly around but saw nothing save darkness and shadow. Then a chirruping whistle sounded from behind her and she turned to see a slim figure emerge from one of the wynds that spread like wormy fissures from the body of the harbour.


Her eyesight was poor but she could see that he held a cane and skipped with an odd halting gait towards her.


Had the old woman not been so wrapped up in her vengeful musings, she might have observed this strange being to have dogged her footsteps for some time.


She peered as he whistled once more like a discordant meadowlark. His face was chalk white, his suit a pale colour, hair plastered flat, eyes dark and hidden as his countenance was averted at an angle from her sight.


He pranced up merrily like a March hare, struck an attitude with one dainty foot to the fore, then flipped back the tip of his cane to land on the shoulder and smiled, the teeth a little yellow against the white mask of his face.


Then he deliberately allowed himself to become still and presented his appearance close towards her, as if in invitation.


Finally, her jaw dropped in recognition.


‘You –’ she began as the cane whipped across and took her full in the throat, crushing the windpipe to stanch the flow of air.


Words need air.


As her head lurched forward, the cane cut viciously down in two blows to the sides of her unprotected neck and then welted down upon her pathetic, pious hat to penetrate her cranium.


She fell like a stone and the blows rained down with hideous accuracy and no little brio as the figure danced around the broken-backed doll that had once been a woman of some upright quality.


With her dying breath Agnes tried to form a word to name what she had recognised, but a swordsmanlike hit cut precisely between her eyes like a sabre and – as it were – she gave up the ghost.


A dying spasm finally loosened her grip on the bag and amongst its contents, now spilled out onto the slippery stone, was a heavy bible, solemn with usage, but the spine loose and flapping like a duck’s wing.


The figure riffled through the pages till, coming upon a suitable passage he ripped free the leaf. Having perused then marked a line in it with a thumbnail, he wrapped the white favour within this holy covering and stuffed the whole inside the old woman’s mouth as if she were a Christmas turkey. He then jammed the jaw shut.


So, like a jack-a-dandy, bible in hand, he danced off into the night, leaving his erstwhile partner a numb, lifeless wallflower.


The rain began to fall again, diluting the trickle of dark blood coming from the ears of the corpse.


A seagull high above let out a screech.


To signal a soul departing, or was it just a bird on the wing?




Chapter 2


I’ve seen sae mony changefu’ years,


On earth I am a stranger grown:


I wander in the ways of men,


Alike unknowing and unknown.


Robert Burns,  Lament for James, Earl of Glencairn


James McLevy regarded himself in the rust-flaked mirror and came to the conclusion that he resembled a ruined castle.


The cheekbones still held their place but above and below were a scene of near desolation.


Where was the wolf these days?


He leant forward and peered into the slate grey eyes almost concealed in the folds of lidded flesh; a yellow light might still burn in them somewhere but damned if he could see it.


This revelation caused the nostrils to flare in the broad pitted nose. What teeth remained were like tombstone stubs hidden behind the thick, curiously ripe lips.


It aye puzzled the inspector why his lips might appear so lush with promised joy and perhaps to disguise this, he had recently grown a bushy moustache, which was flecked with some grey and an indeterminate colour like charred ashes that gave him the appearance of, in the opinion of Constable Mulholland, ‘a walrus with the mange’.


Beneath the dimpled, or in more manly terms, cleft chin was where the real trouble lay.


The heart.


Some years before, the inspector, after laying low a brute of a killer by dint of shooting the bugger on top of a roof while receiving a simultaneous battering, had commenced to experience various shafts of pain in the chest and innards. These shafts were sharp and took the breath away.


After suffering for many years as a man is apt to do with what he does not wish to acknowledge, this thorn in his flesh became more insistent and harder to disguise from such as Mulholland and Lieutenant Roach at the station.


McLevy began to suspect that Roach, not a man noted for his perception of other’s woes, was giving him the odd little sideways look, so the inspector decided enough was enough and went to see the doctor.


A doctor in Glasgow of course; Edinburgh was a village for gossip and there’s nothing the Scots enjoy more than the cataloguing of other folk’s ailments.


Alexander Pettigrew was the reconnoitred specialist: an attenuated yet boisterous fellow whose false teeth flew in and out of his mouth with alarming rapidity.


The inspector had grudgingly bared his upper body to be poked and prodded, suffered an interrogation as regards his dietary habits, and even at one point been cross-examined on the subject of sexual activity.


Pettigrew clacked his teeth happily at the baleful glare this question produced – nothing irritates the male Caledonian more than enquiries into the activity of nether regions.


The doctor finally sat down at his desk while McLevy donned his shirt and jacket, then put his medical fingers together to form a barricade and then beamed.


‘Your heart,’ he pronounced, ‘is like an old carthorse that has been hauling a heavy load up too many braes, its poor hooves striking sparks from the cobblestones, the beast frothing at the mouth, badly fed and worse treated.’


This created a vivid picture in McLevy’s mind except that it was himself he envisaged, lugging a scaffie cart up Coal Hill while the criminal classes of Leith jeered and threw big dods of mud at his suffering carcass.


But who was driving the vehicle? When he looked back, he saw a bulky figure silhouetted against the dull sky – the man was wearing a low brimmed bowler and brandishing a whip.


Pettigrew at the desk bore a fixed smile on his face as if it were cemented; in fact the only time the doctor had frowned in any way was when McLevy had described his plethora of tavern provender augmented by many mugs of coffee, each furnished with four to six large sugars, that he gulped during the day and especially at night.


Having exhausted his carthorse simile, the physician moved in for the kill.


‘Mend your ways,’ he declared with a hint of the Old Testament, ‘or the Grim Reaper will mend them for you.’


His patient seemed unimpressed. Pettigrew clarified.


‘Death. Will strike you down.’


‘I deal wi’ death every day,’ muttered McLevy.


‘You are an undertaker by occupation?’


‘Of a kind.’


McLevy had volunteered nothing in terms of his job.


‘It causes you a measure of strain?’


‘More like mortal trepidation – from time to time.’


The healer shook his head in cheerful sorrow. ‘Then you must give up the profession!’


The atmosphere in the consulting room changed suddenly as if an icy ghost had slid in, and the doctor found himself pinned back by the bleak menace in the opposite eyes.


‘My profession is my life.’


The flat statement lay on the desk between them like a fallen angel, until Pettigrew leapt to his feet and pointed an accusing finger from his tall lanky frame.


‘Do you sleep?’ he demanded.


‘Whit?’


‘With such caffeine ingestion – do you sleep?’


The inspector considered this.


‘But rarely,’ he replied.


The doctor waved his arms in triumph as if he had diagnosed the disease.


‘Then worry no more about your aforesaid life. Either change your ways my dear sir, or you will attain the longest sleep known to man. An everlasting quiescence. Oblivion!’


On that dramatic note, a sour-faced McLevy had paid the Messenger of Doom, quit the scene and travelled back to Edinburgh as fast as the train could take his newly maligned shell of humanity.


The present incumbent of this cracked and fissured carapace left a grumpy face plus Glasgow memories in the mirror and crossed to a recessed cupboard, there to unlock the door panel with the gravity of a parish priest about to delve into the sacraments.


Here he kept mementoes of past cases all related for the most part to homicidal intent; either accomplished or abandoned depending on which way the hangman’s rope had swung.


In pride of place was a narrow red ledger, itself a product of the relatively innocuous crime of embezzlement though it did involve a respectable suicide; this he carefully removed to lay upon the scratched surface of his battered old table-cum-writing desk.


Above the table was a large window that looked down from a height over the gleaming, mysterious city – this was his family, his keeping and his fate. Auld Reekie.


He sat, pursed his lips solemnly, slugged back some cold coffee from a mug, dipped his pen and began.




Diary of James McLevy.


7th May, 1887.


It has been some years since I ceased to write in this book and my motives for stopping are as puzzling to me now as the reason why I recommence.


The past wreaks vengeance on the present.


These words have been running in my head all day. If I set them down on paper, perhaps they may let me be.


They are accompanied by a dull feeling of dread, nothing you could pin with a finger but lurking as though perceived by someone else who has deposited the pending catastrophe with me for safe keeping.


Lurking.


And another thing.


Why is it that iniquity reveals nothing in the visage?


Here’s me, a bastion of law and order looking like a demolished edifice compared wi’ Jean Brash who keeps the most notorious bawdyhoose in Edinburgh, revels in all levels of corruption and yet has the appearance of a milkmaid at dawn. Well, nearly.


Is there some toothless old harpy in the Just Land to whom she transfers the marks of sin? Who sits sookin’, plook ridden, at some crumbly sugar biscuit in the darkness of the cellar? I must take scrutiny, next time I visit.


Jean Brash. The woman is untouched. Like a picture in a frame.


But I bear the scars of every murderous crime I have set my seal across. They sear me. Old yapping ghosts.


Scars of body and soul.


A curious innocence in my heart yearns for redemption.


There is a wild energy prowling in the city. Young. Dangerous. A roving, vagabond energy. The devil is on the loose and who knows what flavours he will throw in the pot?


As usual I am in the middle but I feel the ground shaky as if the centre lacks cohesion.


Oh to be young again. What a foolish thought.


McLevy carefully blotted this guddle of half-baked insights and closed the book.


A noise from the streets below brought him to the window and he looked from his attic room over the black slates drenched by the slant rain of May, down at the torches flickering in the distance by the harbour.


A youthful reckless energy. Hazardous to itself and other folk or was that just the opinion of an old man whose voice echoed in the fumbling darkness?


Ach tae hell with it. He defiantly poured some tarry dregs from his fire-scorched coffee pot into the mug and let the humid tincture trickle through tombstone teeth as the enamel rim brushed annoyingly against the stalwart bristle of his moustache.


But there was scant doubt. Heart or no heart, pain or no pain – the devil had come to town.


What mask was he wearing?




Chapter 3


Watchman, what of the night?


Watchman what of the night?


The Watchman said,


The morning cometh, and also the night.


Isaiah, ch21, v11. The Bible


A more piratical hirsute adornment under a very different nose, long and finely shaped, sifted the fumes of nicotine through its filaments as the owner of both neb and fusker gazed thoughtfully out at the respectable street below.


Heriot Row was a fine example of rectitude rewarded; it may have led at one end to the slightly suggestive curves of Abercrombie Place but of itself was straight as a die.


His father would have approved, no doubt still did approve, lying himself undeviating in the coffin, hands folded, good book closed for the journey, cold white face arranged so that demonic senility had left no trail.


An empty space.


Thomas Stevenson, father of the miscreant Robert Louis, was waiting for his burial in some days’ time.


Patience father. It will come. And I shall see to it. A splendid affair. No expense spared. Clouds of glory.


Stevenson sucked a long draft of smoke deep into his waiting lungs, a blessing they still functioned to purpose, and held it close like a lover. It crept into the crevices of his bony ship-wrecked chest, calming the nerves, soothing the feelings, until released with a whoosh.


Leaving behind?


Another empty space, my friend.


He tapped the cigarette ash off into his palm, regarded the tiny mound gravely, then blew it away towards nowhere.


The whole house was asleep, thank God; his wife Fanny no doubt engaged in phantom operatic adventures provoked by her instinctual organs; his mother Margaret hopefully not actually slumbering in widow’s weeds, though she had taken to mourning like a duck to water, slept the righteous sleep; and Lloyd, Fanny’s son but not his, would be snoring like a log.


Like a log.


Good boy. A consecration if he but knew it. Sleep.


And Robert Louis? The famous Robert Louis? Left with and by himself, which, to tell truth, was no great hardship.


Peace to torture himself with guilty imaginings, amuse same with the observed traits of humankind, or bear witness to the wellspring whence the strange beings that peopled his tales of adventure and woe issued forth, unbidden, at times most terrifying, but never unwelcome.


From the depths they arose and to the depths they descended.


All grist to the mill.


He sucked once more upon his self-rolled, Papier Persan, tobacco conduit to the stars and murmured in the half-light.


Come lend me an attentive ear,


A startling moral tale to hear,


Of Pirate Rob and Chemist Ben,


And different destinies of men.


Indeed. Different destinies.


They had arrived and for two days the old man had stared at Stevenson as if he had sprouted from the moon.


Then Thomas passed over to that blessed veil where along with the Almighty, various Presbyterian dignitaries would no doubt be waiting to hail him for a life well spent, consult their pocket watches and congratulate the devout traveller for arriving bang on time.


Pre-destined.


Or an empty space.


Faites vos jeux.


Louis shivered suddenly; someone had walked over his grave. To see that face empty of meaning, eyes dilated, jaw agape, made a brutal mockery of conscious existence.


In many ways he had feared his father, especially the irrational rages that contrasted with the decent generosity and kindness shown to his wayward son.


The dark forces he rode like a rider in the storm, in his father had been buried under pillars of rectitude.


And at the end, had they not taken vengeance?


Put his senses to fire and pillage, destroyed the inner essence, gouged out the soul and left a vacant carcass to rattle and creak like a haunted house.


Ahh!


Tobacco had burnt to the stub and singed the tapered authorial fingers. Stevenson swiftly extracted another cigarette from his case and passed the immortal flame from one to the other. Cigarettes without intermission, save for when coughing and kissing – both of these carry sufficient danger by themselves, wouldn’t you say, old chap?


He flipped the stumpy remnant out through the open window and watched with some malicious glee as it sparkled like a sinful firefly upon the respectable flagstone before a drenching rain put paid to further adventures.


Edinburgh rain was like no other. He had returned but a few days and already his body ached, nose constantly dripping.


How could this hero, creator of Treasure Island, Kidnapped, and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde into which it was rumoured that Queen Victoria herself had inserted royal fingers to ruffle these pages of charted depravity, how could this hero stand before his household gods with a snottery nose?


Louis caught an errant nasal effusion in a large white handkerchief and regarded himself in that part of the window pane not covered by the heavy curtains. It was a ghostly image: pale, long face like a disappointed donkey; drooping but sly moustache; prominent bony forehead; and dark eyes that darted right and left before settling once more into a fixed perusal of the countenance, heart-shaped; the hair long and brushed back from the somewhat large ears.


Earlier that day, in his father’s desk, he had come upon some cached photographs, posed formally with Thomas who stared at the camera as if preparing for a life of filial disenchantment over the doleful creature with an old man’s head on a young body standing there beside him.


Stevenson had felt a sudden piercing to the heart, replaced the images and closed the drawer.


Enough. Enough regrets for this night.


He struck a sudden comical pose, cigarette held aloft like a holy relic, and pranced like one bereft of wits before inhaling once more with bravura.


That’s more like it. That’s the ticket.


A wry smile spread across the other’s face in the window pane – what a fool to behold.


A dolt. And a workhorse.


He ignored the faint sneer that had appeared in the visage opposite and peered past it into the dark night. The young men who had gathered earlier to jostle in Heriot Row for a glimpse of ghostly legend at the upstairs fenestra, had been driven away by the incessant rain, or perhaps they had better mischief in mind.


As a law student he had prowled the streets in licentious drunken gallivants, but these medical boys would seem to have codified their pursuits into tribal lines.


Somewhere in the house a clock chimed midnight and in the silence each separate sound spread dark vibrations that permeated one after another, into his very being.


A sound of foreboding.


As if something was being cradled and created, an evil likeness in his name.


And then wrenched from him to have another life and spread atrocities in the wet and bitter night.


The man known to one and all as Robert Louis Stevenson pulled himself out of that particular pit to drag some more emollient tobacco into his lungs, let it seep into every possible pore and then stood quietly in the shrouded room.


Let it come. Whatever it be. Above or below nature. He did not fear the unknown.


It lay within him like a hungry beast.


Let it come.




Chapter 4


Death like a narrow sea divides,


This heavenly land from ours.


Isaac Watts, Hymns and Spiritual Songs


Four faces were to be observed in the Cold Room at Leith Station.


One belonged to Lieutenant Robert Roach, an elongated snouty affair, not unlike an irritated alligator. His long jaw twitched unhappily as he glanced at his erstwhile subordinate who shook the raindrops off a heavy coat and sucked thoughtfully at one end of his moustache.


James McLevy. Roach had known him for nigh on fifteen years and still the man was a mystery. There were rumours the inspector was a secret Papist, frequented opium dens, most certainly had a strange and twisted relationship with Jean Brash who ran the best bawdy-hoose in Edinburgh, and had killed men with his bare hands.


The lieutenant was prepared to discount the opium since he was the one who had sent McLevy in under cover; as regards bare hands the level of violence he had witnessed unleashed, even at a distance, would always make such a possibility as long as it was directed at the criminal classes Roach was prepared to grant a little leeway – but in his Presbyterian bones he sensed a strange otherness of religion in the man.


It might be a mere Jacobite leaning but with Pope Leo XIII daring to celebrate his priestly version some months after the oncoming Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria, it was as well to be on guard.


The House of Windsor had been making conciliatory moves in the Vatican’s direction but these moves had not crossed over the border.


Nor would they ever.


As regards Jean Brash – that was a mystery beyond all powers of deduction.


One thing was for sure. The man might look like a midden, scorn authority like a street keelie, ignore the wise advice of his superior officer to the point of blind insolence, but James McLevy was a Thieftaker. The best in the city, the best Roach had ever witnessed.


A combination of the aforesaid violence, fierce forensic intelligence and weird insight cut through murder and crime like a knife through butter.


Not that Roach would ever admit it. Or deal praise. But nothing pleased him better than seeing his Chief Constable Sandy Robb at the Masonic monthly gathering, to murmur such as … The Pearson case is closed. The poison the judge used to kill his butterflies was utilised by his own wife. As my inspector observed … hoist with his own petard.


Of course this deadly ability was buttressed by the owner of the face on Roach’s other side.


Martin Mulholland towered a good eight inches over the inspector and four over his own lieutenant. He had an open candid countenance that bore no trace of the myriad murders and bloody adventures through which he had trailed his large boots. The bar-room brawls he had taken part in alongside his inspector with lethal hornbeam stick to hand was part of Leith legend. Still a humble constable, he had refused promotion many times because he preferred to be on the saunter with McLevy to any other activity.


His Irish blue eyes and soft spoken ways had lulled many a female criminal into an unwise move, though it must be said that his luck with women was just terrible unless arresting them.


Which is why he had recently taken up bee-keeping.


So there were three faces, all with a tale to tell.


The fourth belonged to a female body that lay on the slab. It was waxy as a dead moon, already shrivelled, and covered with a sheet to hide the poor naked form with livid bruises that marked her at regular intervals.


This face was empty, the eyes staring and the jaw tight shut.


‘Found by the early morning constable down by the docks, brought in with the carry-wagon.’


The lieutenant sniffed in disapproval at the faint musky smell coming from the inspector’s coat – was there a whiff of rodent?


‘I was here to receive it. I arrive on time for my bounden duty.’


McLevy grunted and peered more closely at the corpse; in his experience there was never any hurry to view a dead body, after all they weren’t going to make a run for it.


He had much on his mind and so had taken a circuitous route to the station to mull over a strange and jagged dream that had invaded his few hours of repose.


No sooner arrived than he had been summoned in to gaze upon the latest murderous offering from the parish.


The inspector tossed his low-brimmed bowler onto a little table supposedly reserved for the medical instruments of the police surgeon.


Roach sighed.


‘Well?’ he enquired snappily.


‘I think I know the face,’ Mulholland announced from on high.


‘Ye should,’ McLevy muttered. ‘Some years ago, a wee keelie stole the poor box from St Stephen’s Church.’


‘You’re not wrong there,’ replied the constable, coming over a little Irish as his memory sparked into life. ‘Ran like hell up Forres Street, pursued by the devout.’


‘Right intae our worshipful arms.’


‘What were you doing in the vicinity?’ the lieutenant asked with a suspicious gleam in his eye. ‘That’s Heriot Row and the environs. Respectable citizenry.’


‘We got lost,’ was McLevy’s stolid response. In truth when he and Mulholland went on the saunter only the devil knew where the journey would end.


‘She was in the van of pursuit, I remember now. Put on a fair turn of speed for her age,’ offered the constable.


‘Not any more,’ said McLevy, lifting aside the sheet to display the inert body.


‘And the poor box was empty,’ Mulholland recalled.


‘A’ that palaver for nothing.’


‘A decent devout soul on the path of righteousness,’ Roach muttered querulously. ‘How does she end up dead as a doornail in Leith Harbour?’


‘God’s mystery, sir.’


McLevy moved to stand at the top of the cold slab behind the head of the corpse; for a moment, to the disconcerted Roach, he took the appearance of a minister at the pulpit, but Mulholland knew his man better and merely straightened up a little.


Facts were about to unfold.


‘Agnes Carnegie,’ the inspector pronounced. ‘Lodges somewhere in Salamander Street, a deal o’ distance from St Stephen’s but she made the pilgrimage.’


A quirk of black humour twisted McLevy’s lips.


‘Ye’ll know her son, Mulholland. Sim Carnegie. An auld freen of yours.’


The constable’s face tightened as he made the connection.


‘The newspaper man?’ Roach said. ‘That’s all we need.’


The lieutenant took a deep breath within his immaculate uniform and set the official investigation on its way.


‘Now we know who she is – why did she die?’


‘Not robbery,’ replied Mulholland crisply, the memory of his last encounter with Sim Carnegie pushed to the side though a vestige of anger lingered. ‘Her handbag still had the purse. Intact. Not much to send home but intact.’


He stopped to see if McLevy had anything to add but the inspector’s attention seemed to be still fixed on the rigid shrunken face of the departed Agnes.


It brought back a memory of the dream. Himself as a young man. Lost in a forest of insinuating ferns and female laughter and then looking into a pool of water to see there reflected an old wizened apparition.


He had come awake sweating like a hog.


‘Cold blood,’ Mulholland said suddenly. ‘Murder in cold blood.’


‘How so?’ Roach questioned.


‘If you look at the blows. Even spaced. Like a tiger’s stripes. Matched on each side. That takes precision.’


‘And precision,’ agreed McLevy, ‘demands cold blood.’


He had spotted something at the side of the corpse’s jaw, the merest sliver of paper of some sort and, without a by your leave, abruptly wedged apart the mandibles and stuck his fingers inside.


‘Open Sesame!’


Roach let out an outraged yelp.


‘That is the function of the police surgeon!’


‘Doctor Jarvis isnae here, sir,’ replied McLevy, delving industriously. ‘If he were, we’d smell the claret. Now see!’


With the air of a magician the inspector had produced from the sunken mouth a wodge of wet paper, which he neatly picked open to disclose a white, crumpled relic of sorts.


He slid the relic to the side with a damp forefinger and squinted hard at the paper.


‘It is a page from the Bible,’ he announced.


One part of the writing that had a line scored underneath seemed to jump from the segment and McLevy quoted it with due solemnity.


Ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men’s bones.


Roach blinked his eyes in disbelief.


‘Sacrilege!’ he reproached the bare, uncaring walls of the cold room. ‘To desecrate the Holy Book and stuff it in a poor woman’s God-fearing mouth!’


‘And her no doubt dying at the time,’ observed McLevy dryly.


‘No sign of such in the handbag,’ Mulholland observed. ‘Perhaps the killer carries pages with him.’


‘A calling card,’ said the inspector.


The lieutenant shook his head.


Though both faces before him were set in solemn lines, he felt as if the whole event had moved into a weird divergent universe where Satan’s hooves were scudding on the rooftops.


He took refuge in scrutinising the crumpled relic.


This he could name. Upon this he could contribute hard-earned knowledge.


‘A white favour,’ he almost spat out the words. ‘These damned students were down the harbour last night and left a female undergarment atop the mast of the Excise ship!’


‘It also had a white favour I am reliably informed, sir. Stuck in the breastworks.’


This poker-faced statement from Mulholland set Roach’s mind spinning in an ever more tempestuous gyre.


‘The harbour last night was swarming with the White Faction. Is it possible their wild behaviour overstepped the mark?’


‘It’s possible,’ allowed McLevy. ‘All things are possible.’


The inspector replaced the sheet and, as one man, the three, McLevy nipping up his bowler on the way, suddenly strode from the Cold Room like the end of an Act upon the stage. Agnes was left sole remnant, the white sheet spread over like a shroud. McLevy had forgotten to close her mouth and she looked cheated from a last word.


The main hall of Leith Station seemed like a complete other world; Sergeant Murdoch near somnolent at the public desk as usual, the constables just changing shift and a deal of good-natured horseplay amongst the young men giving the impression indeed of animals in a field.


Normally Roach would frown upon such behaviour, but at this moment he welcomed the earthy normality; then just as he was about to slip into a more comfortable role, his roving attention was caught and the lieutenant’s eyes near popped.


‘Ballantyne!’


The addressed recipient, a young gawky constable whose face was marked by a livid scarlet birthmark that extended down the neck, turned with a faintly bemused air.


Ballantyne was a strange mixture of unconscious innocence and the occasional cryptic remark that caused the listener to wonder whether this boy was as gormless as he appeared to be.


At first he had been relentlessly bullied by the herd but, without in any way cosseting or making exception, McLevy and Mulholland had put the boot in hard against a few backsides to alter that particular situation.


The young constable often amused McLevy, but this did not apply to the lieutenant now, who pointed an accusing finger at Ballantyne’s reasonably well-ordered tunic.


‘What – what is that – there?’


The constable looked down at the small emblem tucked into one of his top buttons.


‘I found it in the street,’ he replied cheerfully enough. ‘It’s a nice wee colour.’


It was in fact one of the favours from the Scarlet Runners; perhaps the boy had picked it because the hue matched his own marking, but in Roach’s case it was the red rag to a bull.


‘Remove it from your person and let me never again see such a monstrosity festoon the decent environs of this station!’


The constable’s mouth opened and shut like a goldfish, his pale blue eyes blinked, then he slowly removed the favour and slid it into his trouser pocket.


A snort of suppressed laughter brought Roach’s head whipping round but McLevy and Mulholland were graven images.


‘An old woman lies dead,’ said the lieutenant bleakly. ‘I suggest you begin an investigation.’


‘We’ll do that right away, sir,’ McLevy averred.


‘And you might start with the White Faction!’


‘That’s immediately on our mind, lieutenant.’


Mulholland’s dutiful response failed to satisfy Roach, who felt that these two found some secret amusement in all this tomfoolery, but a piercing stare produced no discernible reaction and so he turned back to the hapless Ballantyne.


‘Never – again!’


With that apocalyptic warning the lieutenant strode off into his office, slamming the door behind.


‘That’ll shake Her Majesty,’ said McLevy.


Roach’s beloved Queen Victoria had pride of place in various portraits on his office wall, but despite best effort she was forever hanging on the slant.


The inspector turned to Ballantyne, whose fair hair had flopped over a downcast face.


‘Try no’ tae annoy the lieutenant, eh?’


‘It jist seems natural,’ came the reply.


McLevy shook his head, a smile that might even have been mistaken for affection on his face.


‘Away ye go and save the cockroaches.’


Ballantyne nodded and off he tootled. He had a great interest in the insect world, and spent much of his time at the station shepherding invertebrates into small boxes to be shaken out into a quiet byway, safe from the marauding boots of the constabulary.


A thoughtful silence fell between McLevy and Mulholland.


‘The lieutenant’s in a rare bate.’


‘There was of course the recent incident,’ Mulholland responded, ‘where a woman had her posterior pinched in Constitution Street and the lieutenant got the blame, he walking behind at the time.’


‘A student prank no doubt.’


‘I believe so. But he was sore offended.’


This deadpan exchange over, McLevy’s mind flitted back to the body in the Cold Room.


He had seen Agnes Carnegie sometime in the harbour streets, a small, grim, dark-clad figure; that sort of dismal denying rectitude was everything he detested in the baleful essence of the unco’ righteous.


Nevertheless the woman was dead. Most cruelly murdered.


Had she blundered into this by accident or had the cause, as so often in his experience, risen from the dark roots of a blighted past?


Time would tell.


Yet the wizened, shrunken face, like a trophy on a cannibal’s belt, stayed with him.


Was that to be his fate?


Love gone. Life fled.


Too late now. Was it Confucius said that?


He became aware that Mulholland was regarding him curiously, a habit the constable had fallen into of late.


‘Murder most foul,’ he said, jamming on his low-brimmed bowler. ‘That’s our profession.’


Mulholland also stuck his helmet aloft, which resembled a pea on the crest of a mountain, and they left swiftly.


Ballantyne, trying to coax a small beetle into a Lucifer box, watched them depart the scene. One day the constable dreamt of being an intrepid investigator, feared by many and envied by all.


He glanced round to make sure there was no untoward observation and teased out the favour from his pocket.


It was still a nice wee colour.




Chapter 5


Anger is one of the sinews of the soul.


Thomas Fuller,
The Holy State and the Profane State


The magpies of the Just Land leant out its neatly painted, neatly grooved windows and tried to suppress laughter that shook them like rag dolls.


A demanding night afore; the May Cattle Tryst when the heavy-boned men of the Lothians bulled their way into the city, sold their stock, and kicked over the traces, before lowing back o’er the lea towards their muddy farmyards.


After a wild series of reels to greet the world of nature, there was many a rutted furrow and many a swollen plough-graith primed to dig high or low; loud were the cries and deep were the bellows.


Some of this would have been better employed in the marital bed, but it is aye a mark of the male animal that he makes his loudest noise away from home.


After such ramstam milling – they may not have been Gallic but by God these men could give it laldie – the magpies had lain late abed wondering idly what it might be like to be a farmer’s wife, then rose at the same time as if linked by some satiated cycle to consider the garden of the Just Land.


It was a sight to behold.


There was their mistress Jean Brash, still in her elegant morning décolletage, flitting about like a demented moth and getting wetter by the second in the rain, as she and her right-hand woman, Hannah Semple, keeper of the keys, attempted to gather in a most unusual harvest.


It falls out as follows.


To prevent unwanted impregnation or passing of the pox from one precipitous plunge to another, the most learned scientists and engineering talents of Her Gracious Majesty’s realm had produced – the sheath.


Animal intestines soaked and then tied with a piece of ribbon. French Letters, English Overcoats, name them as you wish, they were to be attached to the erect male member with the requisite amount of firmness, though a too-tight ribbon might stem the flow and numb desire.


But that was where they belonged.


On the aforesaid member.


Not festooned round the bushes and rose banks, stuck arbitrarily upon a naked twig, flaccid and glistening in the rain save for a number that had been inflated by unknown means and pinned at height on branches to wave gaily in the conniving wind.


The Scarlet Runners had struck in the night, leaving their red favours to provide safe convoy.


Jean had risen to discover this, let out a howl for Hannah, and been hard at harvest since.


The sheaths had been left high and low, so she was forced to use long bamboo sticks to knock them off like so many fairground trophies.


‘Ye’ll catch your death o’ cauld,’ Hannah panted, hauling at one guilty specimen which stretched like a sausage skin before pulling free with a sodden twang. ‘The Lord be thanked, at least they’re empty o’ purpose.’


Jean’s own red hair was plastered to her face, the dressing gown of fine silk moulded to and slithering round her lean shapely body in what might well have been deemed erotic invitation had it not been for an expression that would have stopped a charging satyr in his tracks.


‘I’ll kill the swine,’ she muttered, her green eyes narrowed to a pin-point of rage.


‘Oh mah Goad,’ exclaimed Hannah. ‘There’s wan on the boy Cupid.’


Jean recently had overseen a small statue to the son of Venus installed tastefully in a shady nook, but now to accompany the playing of his pipes, Cupid had a wrinkled embellishment upon his stubby appendage.


As the mistress of the Just Land jerked the thing from its locus with a furious twitch the magpies above could contain themselves no longer.


A loud peal of hilarity rang through the damp air.


Jean looked up and all was sudden silence. Nothing is more terrifying than a beautiful woman in a rage.


‘You girls come down here,’ she said coldly. ‘And get tae work gathering.’


As the windows slammed shut in chorus, the back door to the garden opened and Lily Baxter emerged.


Lily was a small, sunny-natured creature, deaf and dumb since birth, but a bundle of attractive curves.


She and her lover, Maisie Powers, who appeared behind, had been comparatively underused the previous night, due to the fact that in the Just Land cellars they catered mostly for inflicted pain with, if requested, lacerating bondage.


The farmers got quite enough of that in the calving season, so the two women, expert with whip and thistle, had rested on their laurels yester-evening.


Lily’s face was grave and she pushed the large, somewhat lumpy figure of Maisie to the front. The big girl also held one of the offensive casings.


‘I found it stuck tae the front door knob,’ she said.


Jean closed her eyes for a second.


‘Take it away,’ she ordered. ‘It’s bad for business.’


Lily meanwhile had picked up one of the bamboo sticks, used for supporting plants, and was swishing it through the air with a thoughtful expression on her face.


‘Take it away!’


The two vanished and there was silence in the garden, broken only by the soft hiss of rain.


‘We could maybe reconnoiter some o’ the better quality,’ suggested Hannah helpfully. ‘Waste not, want not.’


Her mistress made no reply. They made an odd couple in the wet grass, Jean graceful as a swan despite her bedraggled ensemble and Hannah a clumpy figure in her woolly gown and rubber boots.


The old woman was in her own admission weather-beaten by the bitter winds of misfortune and had been no raving beauty to begin with, but the bond of trust between the two of them, though stretched many a time, had never broken.


‘Ye should get McLevy in and show him the evidence,’ volunteered Hannah after deep thought. ‘That would be a sicht worth seeing.’
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