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Chapter 1


The cattie sits in the kiln-ring spinning, spinning,


And by came a little wee mousie, rinning, rinning.


Her bare feet hurt on the sharp cobblestones as the young girl ran for her life through the gnarled and twisted wynds of Leith.


 


A memory of the old woman, bent backwards, mouth agape as if trying to deliver a last word, burnt into the girl’s mind – a candle throwing pointed shadows on the wall as she had tried to shake some life into the dead body.


But Margaret was gone. The old woman was gone. On the table a bottle of cheap White Dog whisky lay on its side, last dregs soaking into the rough wood. It was Margaret’s custom to send the girl early to bed, then mumble her memories over a chipped glass before slumping into her own recess to snore the night away.


Jean Brash usually lay upon a thin mattress on the floor. Hers was a lonely, restless sleep, but this night jumbled dreams and desperate emptiness – a private emptiness she fought to keep at bay; fought to keep any unwanted tears from sliding down her cheeks to dribble salty drops into the corner of a mouth – all that had been arrested by a crack like a bone breaking. She sat up in an old dress, yellow now that had once been white, to see Margaret had jerked back, a baleful, harsh croak shooting out from her chapped lips. Dead as a doornail.


 


Where to now? Jean was running blind; the wynds she knew so well had been left behind and these wormy, slimy clefts, with a cold, dark Edinburgh night, the east wind driving a sharp, cutting rain, were unknown territory.


She stumbled and crashed up against the rough wall, scraping some skin on her bare arm, but there was no going back. With one fierce action, she had burnt her boats.


‘Buggeration!’ she shouted, and then told herself off for such. Bad manners to swear and Margaret had tried to instil some manners into the child of her keeping.


She had also managed to teach Jean the rudiments of spelling and numbers, for Margaret, as the old woman never tired telling, once worked as a housekeeper for a wealthy Edinburgh family and had been taught the bare bones of learning and kitchen craft. Margaret never said why she had lost the position, only that the family had moved from the city, leaving their faithful, loving servant behind.


They were both a cut above the riff-raff that swarmed outside their grimy tenement, pronounced Margaret. But that was not so. The old woman drank like a fish and Jean ran wild with the feral street-children.


Though she always held something back. The boys called her Queen Bee. They caught the other girls and had their wicked fun and games, but not Jean.


She never ran. Just stood her ground. And even Dirk Martins, who shook his mop of flaxen hair and grinned his grin, and then wee manky Jeb Summers like a rat up a drainpipe – a pair of dirty devils – hesitated to shove a questing hand where there might be plunder.


They had tried it once, mind you.


Only the once.


She attracted men and she could sense it. Even at her eleven years, she could sense it. Red hair, porcelain skin, green eyes, thin as a rake – but she attracted.


Jean could smell it coming off them like a dank spoor.


And on she ran, a small figure in a dark landscape, the faded yellow dress flapping like a broken wing.


 


She wrenched open the door of the tiny, cramped room and fell out into the narrow landing of the tenement, calling for help. No one answered. All the families, ten or more to a room, were asleep or pretending to be so. There were many screams and cries at all hours of the night up and down the landings, cutting through the thin walls, and it was better to pull a ragged sheet over your head and render the outside world beyond sight and sound.


One door opened. The one she did not wish to see. Alexander Moncrieff stuck out his head. A cadaverous lank figure, his age was hard to guess: about thirty or so but he seemed older. As if his blood ran thin. Cold and cruel.


Moncrieff ran the tenement, collected rents for the landlord, had the one swivelling eye and a habit of licking his lips incessantly. It was said he had once been in the army and he affected a military bearing – straight back, instant obedience – which went down well with those in command. In fact, he had recently been offered a better position at another establishment by the landlord in recognition of his many virtues, and he was puffed up with the resultant power. No one ever saw the landlord – he was like God in heaven, hidden in the clouds.


The man shoved past her into the room and leant over the remnants of Margaret Brash. She had given Jean her name but was not kith and kin.


There was no mother, no father, just a procession of the dead. According to Margaret, Jean’s mother had died at birth and her father had been up to no good and nowhere to be found. Jean had sensed a lie in these words, but the old woman would not be shaken. Now she was still as the grave.


‘Well,’ said Moncrieff. ‘That’s a peety. Drink is a terrible curse. I rarely touch the beast.’ He turned and drew back his moist lips in a liverish smile that froze her to the bone. ‘Nevertheless – the rent is owing and will have tae be paid. All things must be paid. One way or the other.’ A hand was held out, palm up. ‘Have you the money?’


Jean shook her head.


Moncrieff moved forward till he loomed over her. ‘I can take care of it. I can take care of you. I can take care of everything.’ His large, raw-boned hand came to rest on her shoulder and she could feel its heat through the thin material.


‘I am your lord and master now,’ he declared, his one good eye boring into hers like a demon in the fairy tale. ‘I am your lord and master.’


For a moment Jean felt something inside twitch in response. It must have shown in her face because Moncrieff grinned and his hand tightened, the fingers digging into her flesh like claws rooting her to his beck and call. Would she have been lost? Swallowed whole, like the child in the evil legend?


Then her leg swept up and a hard, bony shin hit into his groin like a hammer.


In all Jean’s life to come, no matter what hardships and dangers were dealt, no matter the evil on hand, this feeling would never leave her. A voice that said ‘Wait for your moment, then strike the blow. There will always be one moment – one chance to take – don’t miss. One chance.’


Alexander Moncrieff yelped, hunched over in the most excruciating pain and when after some time he looked up again, the room was empty save for him and the corpse. The girl was gone. The agony, however, was only too blindingly present, and his eye swivelled wildly to signal such condition.


One chance. One blow.


 


As she stumbled onwards, the breath catching raw in her throat, Jean could see some slivers of lamplight up ahead, faint in the mirk. Perhaps a street of some kind – she would be safe there.


Safe? Something had slid deep inside her when Moncrieff had spoken, an evil, insidious imprint that would always be there, waiting for a sign of weakness.


The devil’s calling card, and many men take on his countenance.


Her bare foot slipped on the slime of the cobblestones and Jean fell headlong, jolted face first, wind knocked out of her body. Through the buzzing in her ears she could hear footsteps coming towards where she lay.


Was it him? Or some other fiend from hell?


Two women looked down at Jean. One sported a bright scarlet feather boa to disguise her wrinkled neck, skin stretched like parchment over the sharp bones, and the other had flat features, almost primitive, with jet-black hair and a jaunty emerald-green bonnet perched perilously on the back of her head.


Both wore garish cheap gowns under nondescript shabby coats, one a bright blue, the other faded pink set off by a slash of livid orange.


Faces painted white like masks, red markings like a signal in the dark.


Nymphs of the Pavé, Fleurs de Nuit whose petals often opened at night, cowclinks in Edinburgh’s coarser tongue. Their names were Jessie Sheridan and Nan Dunlop.


Jessie was the older – men had passed below her like froth under the Bridge of Leith. Like paper boats.


From her and Nan’s point of view, they saw a small figure crouched like an animal on the stones – hard rain beating down to soak deep the thin, discoloured dress.


‘How come ye’re running wild, wee girl?’ asked Jessie. ‘Have ye cut a throat, maybe?’


The figure shook its head, auburn hair plastered to the skull.


‘Where are ye going in such a hurry, then?’


An answer came finally.


‘Nowhere, thank you.’


Nan grinned, revealing wide gaps in her teeth. Unlike Jessie, there was a primitive, unstable quality to the woman, eyes dark and shiny like a mongoose. She was yet young enough that her body still cradled a sensual challenge and invitation.


‘And whit are ye leaving behind, my wee chookie?’ she asked, green bonnet dancing with the movement of her head in the cold, damp air.


‘Nothing.’


The women looked at each other. A story would emerge eventually but this was not the time – it had been an unproductive night, the rain was getting heavier, and in Jessie’s case the beginnings of a consumptive cough were already stirring in the fragile casing of her chest.


They could leave the girl to the tender mercies of rats and bigger beasts – or take her in hand – yet what had they to offer?


Only a profession that ran out of hope, like water down the drain.


The girl scrambled to her feet – feet that were bruised and bleeding from reckless flight – and faced them with a spirited defiance undermined somewhat by the shivering in her body.


‘Whit is your name, wee girl?’


‘Jean. Jean Brash. And I am a Queen Bee.’


Nan let out a roar of laughter at this response to Jessie’s question, as the older woman smiled thinly.


‘Well, we better take ye tae the hive, then.’


Jessie and Nan shared a room and had done so for the past two years – they could squeeze her in somewhere.


At least she was skinny, Jessie surmised. Maybe she could sleep standing up.


There was an element of calculation in Nan’s eyes – if the lassie filled out, she might yet pay her way.


Everyone must pay their way. In this world, whatever you have to offer is always for sale from the moment you’re born.


The girl stepped between them and the trio turned to go with the women leading in front. As they walked on, Jean, impulsively, put slim, delicate hands into theirs.


And so the three figures departed, moving towards the glimmering rain-streaked lamplight ahead, like ghosts disappearing from view towards an uncertain future.










Chapter 2


This is the way the ladies ride,


Clippety clop, clippety clop.


The New Year bells clanged resoundingly from various pious pulls as Jean Brash shifted in her sleep. She had stumbled into bed in the early hours of that morning after her palatial bawdy-hoose, the Just Land, had entertained what seemed like half the professional ruling classes of Edinburgh city.


The medical and legal gentleman’s clubs, having drowned their sorrows at the passing year and then greeted with appropriate conviviality a new arrival from the loins of Old Father Time, had descended upon the Just Land with appendages aquiver.


They joined forces with a number of Bristol businessmen who were up to finance a deal with the powers that be of the city council and, having haggled with some success but not quite enough, had called it quits for the moment, thrown caution to the wind, and led by a merry but totally bald round-faced fellow, Sammy Deacon, and his equally boisterous but taller, more handsome and fully thatched colleague, Joseph Tucker, had brought some of the more adventurous councillors along to slake their carnal thirst.


Who knows?


A satisfied man faintly redolent of a smudge of French cologne might look more kindly upon funds and figures. Satisfaction is a fine financial bedfellow.


A wild party had ensued where many a purloined legal wig had decorated many an unveiled evidential body, and the magpies for their part knowing by rule of thumb that medical men tend to strive longer than advocates who are all talk and no great pith, clove to choice of profession in accordance with their preferred or pecuniary desires.


The Bristol boys would no doubt be a mixed bag of sweeties as men inevitably are – dip your hand in a brown paper poke, trust they don’t stick together, pop it in and hope for the best.


Amongst the gathering were also a number of wild young bucks of a more artistic bent, one, a sculptor, Jack Burns – a handsome devil whose high cheekbones set his face in conflicting sharp planes – had leant over Jean and most earnestly requested that he might immortalise her naked form in an innovative version of Pallas Athena.


‘You see, Mistress Brash, a woman unclothed is the most powerful weapon of any artist,’ he asserted, eyes blazing into hers part fuelled by creative intent, part by a fairly decent champagne. ‘I would consider it a great honour to mediate between your earthly flesh and the immortal goddess. Athena presided over the finer elements of man. Courage, strategy and heroic endeavour.’


Jean nodded at this deific description, aware at the same time that one of the artistic champagne guzzlers was staring at her from the corner of the room.


She indicated the onlooker, who for some reason was dressed as a dusky-hued Arabian prince – many of the artists had affected exotic display, two had even come in extravagant ostrich plumes.


‘The small, dainty fellow from the Mysterious East: who is he?’


Jack smiled briefly. ‘Solomon Baines. Shows promise.’


‘In what?’


‘Portraiture.’


Jean inclined her head in a friendly fashion towards Solomon, who managed a jerky bob in response, then she and the sculptor got back to business. It could not be denied that a certain attraction was in the air along with the cigar fumes and aforementioned cologne. Art is a great leveller.


‘And how do you see the goddess in human form?’


The sculptor took a deep breath. ‘Lean-flanked, fertile-breasted,’ he ventured. ‘A long, slim body.’


‘Was she not also virginal?’ asked Jean. ‘I fear that might compromise me somewhat as a model example.’


Her green eyes were open and candid – for a moment Jack felt a tickle at the back of his throat.


The woman before him was in her prime. Indeed fertile-breasted as far as he could see from her discreet décolletage, red hair lustrous in the glittering candlelight, green eyes with a mocking glint echoed in the smile of her full lips, a porcelain complexion – all contained in a complex, withheld quality that radiated an almost feline powerful attraction.


But don’t mistake magnetism for invitation, that would be foolish.


‘Just give me the chance,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I will uncover your essential innocence.’


‘That’s what worries me,’ replied Jean, aware that music was stirring once more in the background as their one-eyed fiddler, Finlay Craigie, laid down his drink with a deal of regret to loose ancient fingers for other matters.


‘And once your garments are thrown to the four winds, it’s a devil of a job to gather them back up again. A devil of a job.’


She smiled at the sculptor suddenly and Jack felt a spasm of masculine response that had little to do with artistic leanings.


Then the music began, she had disappeared into the throng and he was left cursing the fact that champagne is, now and again, not quite such an all-embracing aid to seductive strategy as portrayed in fiction. It may oil the tongue and fire the blood, but does not necessarily provide sufficient speed of verbal response.


Jean turned in the sheets, smiled in memory at the man’s impudence and regarded her image in the long mirror beside the bed – red hair tousled from sleep, skin clear and innocent as a newborn babe.


In fact, was it not James McLevy, the thief-taker himself, who had muttered over a cup of the finest Lebanese coffee, ‘Tae look at you, Jeannie, ye’d never guess what you’ve done and where you’ve done it.’


Always wanted to be a muse, she thought. But I might end up as a mere plaything.


And yet she could not help but notice the strength in the sculptor’s hands, blunt powerful fingers that would no doubt exercise a strong and steadfast grip and a rough-hewn physicality that might have its own unclothed attraction.


Like Hercules unchained?


Certain licentious images were put carefully to the side but not completely forgotten as the Mistress of the Just Land reviewed the rest of that evening.


Couples had sped headlong for upstairs rooms to reappear later happily replete upon the fruits of Venus – a slippery goddess at the best of times – and then revelled in impromptu reels and jigs while the fiddler stamped his boots and big Annie Drummond shifted plump but dexterous digits over piano keys as if toying amongst so many cream buns.


While smooth legs emerged from flounced chemises and an exposed bare foot flexed itself in the dance, it would have been a cold fish that did not feel the blood-heat.


But hot blood can lead to hot deeds. Like murder, for instance.


A bang of sorts and then the bedroom door burst open to reveal Hannah Semple – Jean’s right-hand woman, keeper of the keys of the Just Land, old as the hills, with a basilisk stare that might arrest many a rampant satyr.


But now her eyes were wide open in shock.


‘Mistress, there’s a deid body in the cellar, hinging over the Berkley Horse, a big knife in the back!’


The New Year bells kept ringing.


Ding-dong.


Ding-dong.










Chapter 3


Robin-a-bobbin


Bent his bow,


Shot at a pigeon


And killed a crow.


The cellar of the Just Land was, to tell truth, a somewhat mildewed dungeon-like affair; however, that suited to a noteworthy extent its given purpose. That of bodily chastisement. The dank walls were festooned with whips of highest quality Spanish leather and there were many other implements of applied agony to hand, even the odd giant thistle if the season was in full bloom.


Nature is a generous soul.


Men of power, who spent their lives in complete mastery of others, whether as benign despots or harsh taskmasters whose very frown might set limbs atremble amongst the slaves who toiled in their offices, laid down meek as the lamb gratifying a perverse wish to experience the pain their decisions inflicted upon lesser mortals.


They groaned and yelped in a physical mortification that their employees would devoutly wish them but had little idea could actually take place.


Such are the ways of might and money. Only those who inflict suffering can afford to buy it as well. Of course a man can always get it for nothing, but then the suffering may not stop.


At one time the cellar had been the domain of Francine, an elegant angular French girl who dressed in the manner of an Egyptian priestess and could calculate precisely where and how to hang, how far up to haul, and then proceed to lay down stripes like a tiger. However, she had returned to Paris to resume her art studies.


Now the welts were dished out by Maisie Powers, a local lass, broad in the beam, strong in the arm, lacking a certain sophistication but aided and abetted by little Lily Baxter – Francine’s former lover, a sunny-natured soul, deaf and dumb, with the clear complexion and rounded body of a comely milkmaid, which was, to be precise, one of her fundamental functions.


Maisie laid it on.


Lily filled the pail.


Both were clasped in each other’s arms upstairs as the cellar door burst open and Jean arrived, as if shot from a gun, with Hannah trailing behind, grimly holding on to her lit candle because the passageway and dungeon itself were pitch black, now and then illuminated with torches to add an inquisitional atmosphere.


What you cannot see may terrify all the more.


What you can see is not to be sniffed at either.


The old woman had not been mistaken – a long knife was stuck into the man’s back as he slumped over the Berkley Horse – an apparatus that had cost Jean a pretty penny, designed to spread-eagle and manacle the willing participant, not however, to be a framework for murder.


The corpse lay face down.


‘Did you touch anything?’ asked Jean.


‘Certainly not, Mistress,’ was the offended reply. ‘I jist came down early doors tae make sure the place was intact, these girls are gey scattered at times. One look at him was enough thanks. My touching days are over.’


They moved closer to the shrouded figure and Hannah’s eyes narrowed in recognition as she did so.


‘That’s one o’ my kitchen knives,’ she announced with fierce indignation. ‘I cut the Sabbath roast wi’ that – stuck right intae the handle. Damn cheek!’


Jean reached out to the shoulder of the recumbent slumped corpse. Sticky to the feel, the material of the dark jacket inert and clammy, as if also moribund – some spread of blood but not a great deal. From her experience of blood, she would have expected more.


Slowly under Jean’s prising fingers the head swung round, with a grating noise to accompany the movement.


A pale snouty face, eyes wide and staring, gazed vacantly at them in the flickering light of the candle.


‘God Almighty,’ Hannah breathed as if afraid to wake the sleeper. ‘It’s Judge Abercrombie.’


The face swung away out of vision and went back to the contemplation of eternity.


Jean bit her lip. Hilton Abercrombie had indeed been in the place last night, sitting to the side as usual, sooking at his glass of whisky. He paid a visit once every year and perched by the fire with a face like a sore backside, watching his legal colleagues cavort out of court. He had never once taken part in the roistering, merely wet his thin lips and sooked his whisky.


And yet, despite his apparent disapproval, Jean sensed an element of voyeurism and cruel sadistic bent that was reflected in the harsh sentences he meted out to the poor devils found guilty in his court; a particular pleasure being to don the black cap that signalled a one-way passage to the hangman’s noose.


Hilton was not a popular man but he was one of the most eminent and scholarly judges in Edinburgh city.


And now he was dead. Or, to be more accurate, murdered, since it is well-nigh impossible to stab yourself in the back with a large carving knife.


Jean whistled tunelessly through her teeth, a habit of hers when deep in thought. A habit she had picked up from Inspector James McLevy. It had become second nature.


This was bad.


This was very bad.










Chapter 4


On looking up, on looking down,


She saw a dead man on the ground;


And from his nose unto his chin,


The worms crawl’d out, the worms crawl’d in.


Four women sat in the kitchen of the Just Land and three of them looked at their mistress.


Maisie and Lily had been roused from sleep and questioned as regards their activities of the previous evening. A shameful admission followed.


In the main, the girls were left to their own, as it fell, devices – trusted by Jean to perform without interference, length of abrasive activity being variable depending on the clientele.


Some had skins like the leather itself, some required pampering, then powdering like a baby either before or after, and some howled the place down, the cellar walls being thick to purpose.


The chief recipient last night had been one of the head surgeons at the university who, as a valued client, had to be decently indulged. Nonetheless the operation involved Maisie in the guise of a rather hefty Little Bo Peep while Sir Archibald Snoddy, for such was his name, enacted the part of a recalcitrant mehhing lambkin.


Normally this was a fairly long drawn-out process, but this particular farmyard ritual had finished somewhat abruptly when Lily, as adjacent shepherdess, decided to waggle forth her darting little tongue at Sir Archibald while Maisie brought down a punishing crook.


For some reason, the waggle brought proceedings to an abrupt and premature cessation. Off stalked Sir Archibald, while Maisie reprimanded Lily as an impudent wee bugger. But then came the shame.


Under Jean’s steady gaze, the girls confessed that – instead of sweeping up woolly hair of all kinds, washing the floor, polishing leather and generally making the place shipshape for future trade, plus, if time decreed, slipping up to the main salon and if not to cavort, then in Maisie’s case, keep Annie Drummond supplied with cream buns, and in Lily’s, pour out the champagne with a beaming smile – the reason for the projection of her fleshly organ was a sudden desire to welcome the New Year with a certain relish and Maisie, once informed of this, was very much in favour as she found Lily irresistible.


So, off they’d crept to pastures new. And – as a result – the cellar had been left empty.


Hannah was about to launch into a remonstrative tirade when an upraised hand from her mistress stemmed the tide.


‘You saw no one as you left?’ asked Jean.


Two heads shaken, but Lily had a memory that she did not dare to disclose.


 


Later that night the party still at full blast, she felt the floor vibrating with the thump of feet and wild music from below. Of course, Lily could not hear this world, but something had woken her. Or was it a dream? Her dreams were often so vivid she found herself in other rooms and stairwells, tears running down her face till Maisie sought her out and brought her gently back to bed.


But Maisie was asleep. There. Lying. Sated. A happy smile on her full lips.


Lily rose from the bed, walked to the window and looked out onto the garden. Then she blinked and tried to clear the unruly curls from falling over her eyes. A tiny scuttling figure moving in Lily’s silence, cowled like a monk, crouched over, swift, shifting like a ghost across the grass from the lower reaches that led to the cellar door. For a moment it looked back and Lily flinched as if a shock coursed through her.


The face was pure white, eyes black holes in the ashen visage; whether man or woman she might not even tell. Yet though she could not make out the features, there was an impression of some particular identity. Like an imprint of malignance. A stamp of evil.


But it could not have seen her, surely?


The entity turned sharply and disappeared into the darkness.


Of course, and this was something else they had concealed, both Lily and Maisie were occasionally given to a tincture of opium, which added fragrance to their entwining limbs. Was it perhaps the cause of her wild dreams? Was this moment itself a dream? For now the garden stood empty and the only things moving were clouds sailing past the crescent moon in a clear night sky.


Once before in her life Lily had witnessed a killer in action – one Alfred Binnie, who had poured acid over a woman’s unprotected back and then, finding out that Lily had seen him, tried to kill her. The terror she had felt had paralysed her then and benumbed her now.


What she had seen was a dream – a nightmare.


She crawled back, laid her head on Maisie’s firm no-nonsense breast, the nipple of which perked up even in slumber, and drifted off to sleep.


 


Lily looked at her mistress’s face in the cold light of day and kept this frightening vision to herself. If not real, then leave it be.


Jean had been silent since the question but her mind was buzzing with consequence. The silence grew and Hannah found it difficult to bear.


‘Whit’re we going tae do with the body? It’s still on the bliddy horse.’


‘No rush. It won’t be going anywhere,’ said Jean.


This thoughtful utterance jolted Maisie into a sudden burst of laughter, more to do with a release of tension than any discovered humour.


‘Sorry, Mistress,’ she blurted. ‘I just don’t know what tae do with myself.’


‘I’ll give you something,’ muttered Hannah. ‘Don’t worry, my girl.’


She looked grimly at Lily, who hid her head.


‘I’d expect better from you, Lily Baxter. If it wasnae for the mistress, you’d have been hung, drawn and quartered on the streets. Long since!’


Maisie flushed and opened her mouth to defend her love, but Lily laid a warning hand on her arm. All this time she had been aware of Jean’s eyes fixed steadily upon her. Lily could lip-read well and understood most of what was said, but Jean’s mouth did not move. Like the eyes.


Did the mistress know she might hold something back?


Yet whatever Jean may have been secretly considering was, for the moment, subsumed under a welter of practical and unwelcome thought. She suddenly banged her fist upon the table, the sound shockingly sharp in the silence.


‘We could all end up on the streets.’


A flat statement that brought the rest upright.


‘If we report this,’ she continued, ‘James McLevy will rip the place apart. It’s his job.’


She fell silent as her memory brought a sharp image into focus.


 


Henry Preger leant his giant form back against the bar of his tavern, The Foul Anchor, and looked at the young constable who had blundered into his lair. One of Preger’s men, Patch Wilson, had cut a love rival in the street and run for shelter. The constable had followed close, only to find himself isolated within a hostile crowd and facing a man who was feared throughout Leith for his unremitting violence.


Preger also ran a low-class bawdy-hoose, the Happy Land, and treated his women with the same cruel ferocity. His present pet wagtail stood just behind him, young, red-haired, green-eyed; she was in thrall to her master – or so Preger believed. He had put his mark upon her. A deep imprint; a brand on milky skin; the Devil’s calling card.


A heavy bruise, but it would heal. However, the darkness in her mind was quite another matter. Now she watched him inflict a different violence.


The fight was hopelessly one-sided, the crowd jeering as they kicked and shoved at the policeman while Preger’s granite fists beat a tattoo upon the young man’s countenance, the assailant’s slash of a mouth curved up in an evil smile.


Finally the constable slumped to the dirty floorboards and through a blood-haze watched the iron-tipped boots of his opponent move towards him.


The crowd stilled and shifted back as Preger stopped to put his hands on his hips. ‘No one interferes now,’ he announced grandly. ‘This scraggie will be kicked intae the boneyard.’


The target looked up and saw, as if the haze had parted, a clear vision of the young wagtail at Preger’s elbow, red hair alight in the dirty tavern smoke. She smiled, and then winked at him.


James McLevy came off that floor like a man berserk and battered his enemy from one end of the tavern to the other. No one made a move to interfere. As instructed. At the end, Henry Preger was a crumpled, crushed heap. No longer a figure of dread.


McLevy grabbed hold of his quarry, Patch Wilson, and marched him out of the door without a backward glance.


Jean Brash looked down at the man who had ruled the Happy Land with a fist of iron and became conscious of a voice within: ‘There will always be one moment.’


 


‘We could jist get rid of the body.’


Jean emerged from memory and shook her head at Hannah’s words. The constable was an inspector now but some things never change.


‘That would make us accessories; if McLevy found out, and he has a knack for just that thing, matters would be a damn sight worse.’


There was something deeper and darker behind her words, and whatever it was brooked no argument.


Although Hannah, to give the old woman her due, tried.


‘We could keep it secret, Mistress.’


‘There’s already four of us know. That’s three too many. Plus whoever it was that killed him. Too many.’


She cut a beautiful figure sitting there in a silk-frilled dressing gown, red hair loose on her shoulders, but the eyes resembled icy-green chips.


‘That wee room at the back of the cellar, where we keep the cheese sometimes. How cold is it?’


‘Lik’ a morgue,’ said Hannah.


‘Good. We can hold the corpus there for a while. That should give us time.’


‘Time for what?’


‘To find out who did this.’


A stunned silence followed the statement.


‘I don’t like,’ said Jean calmly, ‘folk using my house as a trysting place for murder or indeed applying my kitchen knives for the same purpose. So I intend to find out the culprit and act accordingly.’


‘How the hell do we do that?’


‘That’s a very good question, Hannah. And I intend to give it my full consideration.’


Jean Brash leant forward.


‘Now, you might rustle me up some coffee. I have a deal of thinking to do.’










Chapter 5


Who caught his blood?


I, said the Fish,


With my little dish,


I caught his blood.


The white rat sniffed with caution at the morsel its master had thrown to the ground. The offerings were many and varied; some with blood, which the rat preferred, some with fragments of bone, which was also welcome, but some were squashed and hard-shelled, oozing with a slimy trail of innards, which was not enticing, even for a rat.


This object had a curious texture and smell. Another sniff. A tentative bite. One more circle.


‘It’s Dundee cake, beastie,’ said Jeb Summers. ‘Rich pickings.’


His laughter echoed round the womblike cave that he shared with many crawling creatures, though the white rat was his preferred company.


Jeb was also of the same hue – his skin had a chalky, pallid, near translucent quality, the eyes pale and hooded, hair that framed the face long and surprisingly clean, though with a thin, wispy quality as if it might fall off the skull at any moment.


His chin curved up and the nose curved down, like a nursery book witch-woman, but he considered himself a handsome fellow and the rat was in full agreement.


Handsome is, as handsome does.


Jeb wore a rough brown blanket fashioned into the shape of a monk’s garment with a covering cowl; his clothes underneath the cowl, though threadbare and dusty, were not covered in dirt. Fastidious. What he could not wash, he scraped, even unto the whiskers.


As he observed the rat groom itself, so Jeb followed suit – a pair of swells.


His feet were covered with a pair of old shoes, too large but stuffed with newspaper and wrapped round with rags. Yet he could move like a scuttling scorpion in them – silent and poised, fangs at the ready.


White as a sheet. He rarely saw the light of day, moved through the city at night, kept to the shadows of the back streets and wynds, sometimes mistaken for a child, a figure that could disappear in an instant.


Albino. Though Jeb would not have recognised that appellation – he had been called many names, none of them to flatter. A stunted, warped creature, legs bowed with rickets, lucky to reach four feet in height – once he had run away from the Charity workhouse, life on the streets had not been easy without his boon companion who had been taken away, Dirk Martins. Until that first cut.


A razor sharp stone had done the trick. Gash down the side of a face and the tormentor had run away howling for his mother, gang trailing behind.


Jeb did not have either luxury, but from then on he had been left alone and that suited him just fine.


‘Jist fine,’ he muttered. ‘Eh, beastie?’


The rat had discovered the delights of Dundee cake and twitched its long tail in response.


In the dead of night, after he had choked and plunged that bastard judge and then grinned goodbye to the Smiler, he’d slid off into the dark of the garden – unseen except maybe by a female face at a window, but that had disappeared quick enough and who would credit whit they saw when whit they saw was Jeb Summers?


After that, with the fireworks and flames lighting up the city, Jeb had made his usual round of the midden bins. Often there was food to be found – scraps of meat, pot scrapings, tattie peel, a carcass of some fowl – but the killing had brought him luck and in the heavy metal bin behind a big bakery in Commercial Street he had scooped up the cake.


True, it had a fur of mould, but only skin deep.


Mould, like murder, is easy scraped away.


Especially with long fingernails. Jeb was proud of his; they curved like talons, but were clean, strong and razor sharp. A natural weapon and also a fine lockpick.


He could insert them into many a metal orifice and tickle the mechanism into surrender.


Nature is kind to those in need.


He had returned to the cave last night, slept like a dead man and woke with a fine hunger.


Now it was satisfied and he had a work of art to accomplish.


Jeb took out a small chisel he had found on a long-ago excursion, the point sharpened to a deadly fang, and began cutting an image into the soot-grimed bricks of the wall, his pale eyes intent with purpose.


He had many hidey-holes but this was his favourite – in the catacombs that ran below Salamander Street, where, further on up the slope of that thoroughfare, the slaughterhouse lay in waiting for cows, pigs and sheep.


All God’s children.


If he moved a distance further along the gouged channels here he could scramble up through the hidden grating, forewarned by the bellowing of the fearful animals, and sneak a look from the narrow deserted alley to see their hooves strike sparks on the rigid stone of the main street itself.


At first he had drunk in that terror but then he had begun to feel sorry for the beasts; their plight was not unlike his own.


Outcasts.


Sometimes, when he travelled through the underground tunnels, he might also try his luck at spearing a quick glance up a woman’s skirt if she passed over the bolted gratings of the road above, but there was little to see and he had no real interest.


Especially now that he had discovered a better thrill. Now that his friend had returned.


As he concentrated on the image to be cut into the wall, his fingers like pinions around the chisel, Jeb’s mind set back to the previous night.


 


The Smiler had kept his word and brought the judge down the stairs to slaughter.


Jeb was already waiting. He could break into any back-garden premises, and had found a coal chute that he could scramble through easily enough. Being a dwarf had its benefits.


As the target turned to the Smiler, expecting promised information on civic corruption, Jeb leapt up on the man’s back, passed his wee thick wire line round the scrawny neck of Hilton Abercrombie and choked the life out of him. It did not take long – the man had no great gusto.


They could have left the corpse there or hung it high like the first kill, but he had reconnoitred earlier, watched the lassies leave with arms entwined, had seen their lair and the contraption. The Smiler knew its usage and they both thought it a rare laugh to hoist the man up astraddle. And then?


Jeb found a knife in the kitchen, big and sharp – he lifted it up and looked the Smiler in the eye. The man had not been so eager at the first killing, but they had sworn in blood, and blood must be kept. Yet this time, Dirk nodded. Keen this time. That was good. He was getting a taste for it.


Up went the knife and down it plunged. Once more for luck. Up to the hilt.


Jeb had sliced deep a few times before but only to defend himself. This was better in execution. And before that, as the cord bit deep and his hands pulled tight, he took judicious pleasure in the frenzied thrashing that gradually diminished to an eerie calm. The knife crunching in through inert flesh and bone added the final touch of icing on the cake. And one in the eye for that bitch Jean Brash – she owed him a reckoning.


‘We have pronounced a verdict.’


To this solemn statement from the other, Jeb Summers made reply. ‘Next time it’s your turn. Why should I have a’ the fun and games.’


They laughed together at that. It was like old times.


 


Gouged now into the wall was an image – a man bent over, big dagger sticking out of his back. A child could have done it but Jeb was proud of his artistry.


Next to the standing man, another previously etched image showed a figure hanging on a rope.


Three more in prospect.


Jeb grinned and gnashed his sharp little teeth together. The rat looked up, groomed itself to a close, and twitched its whiskers.


What other delicacies had its master brought home? Alive or dead, it made no difference. Feeding time.










Chapter 6


Snail, snail,


Come out of your hole,


Or else I will beat you


As black as a coal.


‘Whit a bliddy caper, eh?’ grunted Hannah Semple as she and Jean lugged the corpse, chastely wrapped inside a slate-grey winding sheet, through to what had formerly been the cheese room but was now converted into a rind-ridden, curd-odorous mortuary.


The mistress being especially fond of stronger-smelling delights such as Brie and Roquefort, it had a tang that might well be useful as the days wore on and the flesh fragmented.


Not, Jean reflected, that there was very much time to spare – at the most, given the period of year, probably three or so days before Hilton Abercrombie’s absence was officially remarked upon and his last known appearance brought to mind, sooking at his whisky in the Just Land.


They dumped the body on a long table, and Jean celebrated the first day of the New Year by gingerly parting the sheet to gaze upon the dead, waxy countenance of the said Hilton.


Hannah had previously wrenched the knife from the man’s back, the old woman bitterly cursing such a lack of finesse in the usage of her domestic implement.


She had plunged the thing into a scalding basin of hot water to get rid of the blood and various shreds of flesh, but whether it could ever be used again to carve up a succulent joint of ribbed beef was open to question.


Before the wrenching and the scalding, however, Jean had carefully examined the man’s back.


Two stab wounds, the second delivered with fearsome force, but the cellar was, of necessity, gloom-ridden, and the cheese room offered a better chance for her to survey the ruins of what had once been a respected pillar of the community.


How to begin?


God knows, James McLevy had drummed her ears back often enough with his long harangues upon forensic science and the art of detection. If she could just remember some of the dissertation, trouble being that her mind had so often slid off to more interesting topics as the man blethered on.


She carefully parted the stiff collar, trying not to catch the bloodshot staring gaze. Hannah frowned.


‘Should we no’ close his keekers, pennies for his eyes ye ken? Otherwise it’s bad luck.’


Jean forbore to mention the lack of good fortune so far in this affair but pressed the tips of her fingers over the eyes and the gummy lids stuck together with a satisfying little squelch.


‘Thank God for that,’ commented Hannah, and indeed it was a relief not to have the frozen vacant face looking up at them even though it was seeing little that could provide testimony in court. Or anywhere else.


In the main, the dead are not welcome guests at the feast. A stone in the new-baked bread.


Back to the collar and there was an unexpected revelation. Across the man’s neck, behind the stiff collar, in a neat straight line, ran a savage deep crease in the flesh.


‘I wondered why he bled so little from the stab wound,’ murmured Jean. ‘Just a trickle.’


‘Never had much blood, that swine,’ Hannah replied.


‘He’s been choked first. See?’


Hannah bent over. ‘Right enough. Whit a weasel, eh?’


‘And that could have been anywhere,’ mused Jean. ‘I wondered at such, for Abercrombie would never approach the Berkley Horse. He was not of that persuasion.’


‘Somebody stranglet him like a pig, stuck him wi’ a kitchen knife and then hoisted him up there?’


‘Uhuh.’
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