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			Chapter 1

			The grey stone archway loomed overhead as I dashed through the puddles from my carriage, cursing under my breath.

			Julia Latymer was huddled by the wall, sheltering from the rain and smoking. She glanced up at me and nodded.

			‘Gilchrist.’

			‘Have they gone up yet?’

			She rolled her eyes, shivering. ‘Would I be standing out here in the rain if they had?’

			‘You could always wait indoors. Thornhill is.’ I looked towards the building, where Alison Thornhill stood in the glare of the electric light, looking every bit as anxious as I felt.

			‘Tried that. She kept blabbering on at me. I’m waiting for Edith.’ Julia shot me a glance, as if daring me to say something.

			‘I don’t know what you’re worried about,’ I grumbled. ‘You know you’re top of our class. You’re just standing out here to torment the rest of us into feeling even more anxious.’

			‘I’m worried about the same thing as you are,’ Julia snapped. ‘Failing my first year and being sent home in disgrace. Except it wouldn’t be disgrace, because our mothers would be delighted and start casting around for the first suitable bachelor to marry us off to and that would be it. No more lectures, no more exams, no glittering surgical career. Just a husband and a household to manage and the hope that whatever remains of my brains gets passed on to the next generation.’

			I stamped my feet, trying to block out both the cold and the grim reality that Julia painted – one that was far closer to my future than to hers. A gust of wet wind battered us. Was that rain or sleet? Perhaps it would snow and we’d be stranded in the medical school and I wouldn’t have to go home to dress for the dreaded evening that awaited us.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ I told her stubbornly, believing it because I needed to. ‘We’ll both have passed. We’re just as good at medicine as the men are – better in some cases. Ross might have been able to grow a very fine moustache over the Christmas vac, but he couldn’t diagnose a cold if he was sneezing into his handkerchief.’ Still, I couldn’t help but suspect that when it came down to it, the moustache would be judged as more important even if he scraped an acceptable mark in the examinations and I passed with flying colours.

			I should have. All I had ever wanted was to be a doctor, and last autumn I had found myself studying at the University of Edinburgh, which boasted one of the most august medical schools in the world. Nothing should have distracted me from the hours of lectures and dissections, and for the first few months I had lost myself in what felt like a dream world – one of anatomy sketches and chemical formulae, of science and knowledge and finally being treated as though my intelligence was important and not an embarrassing inconvenience. A world in which I was no longer the oddity in the drawing room, trying to discuss education and women’s suffrage, but one of a like-minded group of women who shared my purpose and ambition.

			And yet I had found kinship not with my classmates but with a woman I had been meant to cut up as she lay on the dissection table. I had recognised her – recognised myself in her – and found myself stumbling into a world that turned everything I thought I knew on its head.

			All of which was cold comfort when I realised how little time I had spent studying in the end, and how much it meant to me when it was about to be ripped away.

			‘You look like you’re going to be sick,’ Julia said dispassionately. ‘Cigarette? Calms the nerves.’

			I looked at her fingers clenching her own cigarette, white-knuckled from more than just the cold, and wondered if it was working. I wondered if Professor Merchiston would let us into the medicine cabinet so that I could take a long, soothing swig from the laudanum bottle – and then just as quickly forced my thoughts away from him. The memory of stumbling through my materia medica oral examination, frantically scrounging up everything I knew about compounds, dosage and poison as he watched me with an unreadable expression for the best part of an hour was not one I wanted to revisit.

			‘I’m going inside,’ I muttered. Who knew how many more days I had ahead of me of loitering in university corridors. I should enjoy it while I could. Truth be told, it wasn’t that much warmer indoors, but Alison Thornhill’s delighted embrace took some of the chill out of my bones.

			‘I thought you were going to stand out there for ever. It’s cold enough without Julia Latymer taking the temperature down a few degrees with all that icy disapproval.’

			‘She offered me a cigarette,’ I said hopefully. ‘That’s the friendliest she’s been all year. I think I’m making progress.’

			Alison looked at me pityingly. ‘Gilchrist, it’s January.’

			Before I could think of a suitably cutting retort, our conversation was interrupted by excited whoops from a gaggle of the men, and I saw the Dean of Medicine sweep through the corridor carrying a sheaf of papers, which his clerk affixed to the noticeboard as he watched. They fluttered in the breeze as the men crowded around, all as anxious as we were.

			‘At this rate, we won’t get through that throng until next Christmas. Do you think if I poke one of them in the kidneys with my umbrella, they’ll move?’

			‘I don’t think we’ll have to,’ I said with a sinking heart. A shorter list had also been pinned up, and there were no students fighting to see who ranked where on that. Our names, I realised.

			I eased us past the group – some cheering, some looking like they wanted to cry. We should have been there, I thought, anger curdling inside me. My name should have been sandwiched between Alexander Gibson and Malcolm Hughes. We had sat the same exams and yet my name was an afterthought, an embarrassment, shunted off to the side to let the real medical students shine.

			‘Is that us?’ Julia marched up to the list with a bravery I didn’t possess. ‘Oh Chri— Ah, cripes, sorry, Mrs Elphinstone.’ The chaperone glowered at her.

			‘What’s the matter? Did you fail?’ Much as I hadn’t liked Julia last year, I would never wish for her to fail. I had wished that she would magically disappear, that someone would plant spiders in her bag or that circumstances would somehow conspire so that she lost all her luxurious chestnut hair, but I had never wanted something truly bad to happen.

			‘Not exactly,’ she managed, pointing at the marks.

			One hundred per cent. In everything. I glanced quickly down to mine, which weren’t as spectacular as Julia’s but were solid enough to prove that I hadn’t sabotaged myself. Nothing below seventy-two but nothing above eighty-nine. It could have been better – should have been – but it was enough to keep me in class and that was good enough for me. I felt my knees buckle with relief.

			‘If this is the future of medicine, then God help your patients.’ The rowdy cheers died down and I turned to face Gregory Merchiston, looking distinctly unimpressed at our achievements. I avoided his eyes, and not just because we both knew that my mark in his class should have been higher.

			It was hard to imagine that he was the same man who had broken down in front of me in Elisabeth Chalmers’ drawing room, raw and exposed as I had never seen him before, his voice thick with emotion, tired eyes shining with tears he was too proud to shed. That his pale, gaunt face had worn stubble that rasped my cheeks, warm breath ghosting across my skin and his mouth finally brushing mine after a moment of delicious agony that seemed to last a lifetime. Had our lips really touched? I wasn’t sure. I could no longer distinguish between reality and the way I had replayed it in my mind again and again in the weeks that followed – including during my examination, where the only sound in the room came from my stammered answers and the rhythmic clicking of the chaperone’s knitting needles as she sat watching us, unaware that she was too late to prevent anything improper from passing between us.

			There was nothing of that raw, exposed emotion present in Professor Merchiston today. He stood, his posture taut and his expression forbidding, as his gaze raked over us before finally coming to rest on me.

			In the dim light, his eyes looked black as coal but lacking its warmth. He turned away and my heart sank.

			This wouldn’t have happened had I been a man. Probably not, I amended privately, remembering Julia and Edith and the strange embrace I had once caught them in. That was the real reason behind Julia’s civility, I knew, not friendship at all. For once, it wasn’t me whose secrets would see her pilloried at best, expelled at worst. I glanced at my peers, in their sober dresses and neat hair, desperate to avoid any trappings of femininity lest it remind people that their proper place was elsewhere. How many of them were hiding secrets we would do anything to protect? Even now, Julia mistrusted me. It wasn’t as though I was going to stand up one day and announce to the entire lecture theatre that she and Edith were inverts, committing unnatural acts behind closed doors. Frankly, I wasn’t entirely certain what said unnatural acts involved, although I doubted it was any worse than the lurid and frankly anatomically improbable entertainments the male students boasted of.

			But none of it mattered, not now I had incontrovertible proof that I could do this. My love for medicine was requited and nothing else mattered. Not Merchiston, not the tragic events of the previous autumn and certainly not the contents of the box buried deep in my reticule. The sharp smell of formaldehyde and the rich tang of ink reached my nostrils as I entered the lecture theatre, and I felt all my worries fall away.

			It was inevitable that even with our brief moment of comradeship, it would be Julia who shattered it.

			Still giddy with the high of coming top of the class – perhaps even the year – I don’t think she meant to be cruel when she called out, ‘That’s two pieces of good news this week for you, Gilchrist, you dark horse! Wasn’t it your name I spied in the engagement notices of The Times the other day?’

			My cheeks burned with shame at the revelation, but it was nothing to what came next.

			‘I didn’t know you were engaged.’

			Alison wouldn’t meet my eyes. For a while she had been the closest thing to a friend I had, and even if she hadn’t always championed me in front of a mocking crowd, she had at least always tried to buck me up in private. I should have shared this with her.

			‘Of course you were always going to be the first to drop out.’ Moira Owen smirked, as though reading my thoughts. ‘You probably only matriculated in the hopes of meeting a nice would-be doctor to marry.’

			‘Don’t be beastly,’ Julia said. ‘Women can marry and work – you should know; isn’t your mother a washerwoman?’

			Moira flinched. I had been on the receiving end of Julia’s taunts often enough to know that they stung.

			One of my favourite things about the new world I had found myself in was just how divorced it was from the humdrum banality of home life. I might not have shared the late-night studying sessions over cocoa and crumpets that the students in boarding houses enjoyed, but in the quad I still felt part of things, as though I had sloughed off my old skin and was a new sort of girl. Having my engagement brought out into the open felt like being stripped down to my underthings in public. I felt exposed, embarrassed as though I had been caught in a particularly private moment. Having my name attached to a murder was hardly going to endear me to all the people who had already dismissed me as a loose woman, but I wasn’t ashamed of the scandal. I was ashamed of the engagement and all it represented.

			‘Delightful as this tea party is, ladies, I thought you had come here intending to learn,’ Merchiston drawled. ‘Miss Gilchrist, there is an equation on the blackboard for correctly calculating a dosage. Kindly come up and solve it – unless you’re too busy planning your trousseau.’

			‘Was Professor Chalmers this distracted when he married, Professor?’ I snapped. ‘Or do you think all women have their heads full of feathers and fripperies the moment they’re handed a ring?’

			His eyes grew stormy. ‘Much as I hate to involve myself in the personal affairs of students, I find myself agreeing with Miss Owen. You may well fit your studies around the preparations for your wedding. You may even graduate with a ring on your finger. But I find it hard to believe that your future husband, infatuated as I’m sure he is, will ever let you practise medicine. As it stands, you are wasting your time – I will not permit you to waste mine. Now will you solve the bloody equation?’

			I picked up the chalk with trembling hands, fighting the urge to throw it at him. He knew how to throw his punches, that much I’d give him. He had homed in on my biggest fear about this whole catastrophe and lanced it in public like a boil. It was unjustified, I fumed, as I solved his damn equation and made my way back to my seat.

			I caught his eye for a fleeting moment and, rather than the scorn I expected to see, he looked terribly sad. When he cancelled the rest of our materia medica lecture, claiming a migraine, I felt guiltily relieved that I wouldn’t have to face him.

			By the end of the day I was exhausted, emotional and covered in stains I couldn’t – and frankly didn’t want to – identify. Normally all I would want would be a substantial meal and a hot bath, but if I could have stayed out in the drizzle on Teviot Place all night rather than climbing into my uncle’s carriage, I would have done it and gladly.

			I had seen police carriages stuffed with prisoners, all violent or drunk or both but all looking out through the window with the same expressions of fierce panic, knowing what they were headed towards but with no way of changing their fate. I had faced horrors that a few years ago I had not imagined even existed. I had walked, head held high, into a roomful of men who thought me weak and stupid and proved that I was just as capable as any of them even as my hands trembled at my sides. I had faced ridicule, scorn and sheer cruelty but I had never before wanted to run away quite as much as I did in that moment. Once I stepped into that carriage, my freedom was no longer my own – perhaps for ever.

			But not yet. I would rebel against my family’s wishes one last time, and clear the air with the one person I both wanted to and could not avoid.

			I rapped sharply on the roof of the cab. ‘Calhoun? Take me to Newington first. I have a call to pay.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			In a quiet street in south Edinburgh, I stood in front of a front door painted in glossy forest green, wondering if I was doing the right thing.

			I ran my fingertips over the shiny brass plaque advertising the services of Gregory Merchiston, MD. I hadn’t realised he saw private patients and I was struck again at how little I knew of the man who had appointed himself my mentor.

			Summoning all my courage, I knocked on the door.

			Mrs Logan, his redoubtable housekeeper, of whom Elisabeth had once confessed she was terrified, opened it with a look of distant politeness on her face.

			‘Is Professor Merchiston at home?’ God knew where I would find him if he were elsewhere – a drinking den, the boxing ring?

			Her face softened. ‘It’s Miss Gilchrist, isn’t it? I’m afraid the doctor isn’t in a fit state to receive visitors today.’

			I winced. ‘He’s that bad?’

			‘Well, he’s no’ ready to be seen in polite company, that’s for certain. Can I take a message?’

			I paused. ‘It’s rather . . . private.’ Her eyebrow rose disapprovingly, but she stepped aside. ‘I can’t promise he’ll see you, but there’s no sense you standing on the doorstep in this weather. I’ll put the kettle on the hob and you can help me make up his tray. Not that the daft bugger will eat anything, if you’ll excuse my language.’

			‘I’ve called him worse.’

			For a bachelor’s abode, it was surprisingly cosy, if somewhat out of date. I realised with a pang that this used to be a family home – what had it looked like when his wife and child were alive? I imagined light and life, a tousle-haired little boy with his father’s eyes running rampant, trailed by his adoring Aunt Lucy . . .

			But now it was only home to one occupant, a man grieving his sister, who had been murdered by a woman I once called a friend and whose throat, in a blaze of grief and rage and a desire to protect me, he had slit in a freezing makeshift operating theatre two months ago.

			Mrs Logan led me to the kitchen, where, true to her word, she made me a cup of strong tea and handed me a generous slice of caraway cake.

			‘You may as well have it. Lord knows he won’t. I’ve tried every recipe my dear mother passed on to me, rest her soul, and he won’t touch more than a few bites. The birds have been eating well this winter, let me tell you.’

			‘He looks terrible. Is it the same every night?’ I regretted the question immediately. I didn’t want to know how often he spent his nights elsewhere.

			‘He eats here more than he used to. Time was he took all his meals with the Chalmerses.’

			The same place I was nearly every evening. I felt a pang of guilt at having intruded on his one sanctuary.

			She carved some slices of cold pork and added potatoes, carrots and a jug of apple sauce. It was a dismal dinner, but I suspected she had tired of making elaborate dishes that her employer wouldn’t touch.

			‘No sense giving him soup, it’ll only go cold,’ she tutted, more to herself than me. ‘At least this he can eat hot or cold.’

			I wolfed down my tea and cake, realising just how ravenous I was. By the time I was finished, Merchiston’s dinner tray was ready – the meat and potatoes, a generous slice of cake and a pot of coffee that I suspected he sorely needed.

			‘You can help me with this, and we’ll see if he can manage a wee talk. I wouldn’t hold out for civilised conversation, mind you.’

			I had no doubt that she could manage the tray herself, but I took the invitation and let her direct me upstairs to a room at the back of the house.

			She paused outside the door. ‘Can I trust you to be alone with him? You seem a sensible sort, but girls these days . . . Well, we were never so forward. He’s in a dark place, and when he’s there he doesnae always remember he’s a gentleman.’

			I blushed at the insinuation, but nodded. ‘I promise – I’m here as a friend, nothing more.’

			‘Well he could use one of those, right enough.’ She patted my arm. ‘Good luck. See if you can get him to eat something.’

			I took a deep breath and pushed the door open, not sure what to expect.

			I had been inside his rooms at the university, and I had always thought they held the essence of him. More bottles of tonics and medicines and poisons than an apothecary, a stuffed crocodile on a shelf that seemed to do nothing but gather dust, and something floating in a jar I had never been brave enough to investigate. But if that was his soul, then this study was his brain writ large.

			There was barely an inch of wallpaper to be seen beneath the diagrams and notes scrawled in a familiar handwriting. In one corner of the room an experiment bubbled and smoked, leaving the room smelling faintly of sulphur mingled with tobacco, stale coffee and sweat. The curtains were drawn, but from the way even they had sheaves of papers pinned to them, I suspected they hadn’t been opened for some time. I wondered if Mrs Logan was allowed to clean in here – there was hardly an inch free of debris to dust. Bookshelves lined two walls from floor to ceiling, and my fingers itched to explore their contents.

			The room was dominated by the large desk, at which the man himself sat. He was lost in thought, but the light must have been too dim for him to read by. The room was lit by the warm, flickering light of the fire and the lamps had been turned down low. I wondered if he had been sitting here all day, lost in permanent night. Above the desk was a calendar of his lectures – dated three years ago. It was obscured by a yellowing headline pinned to it by a hatpin covered in what I hoped was rust.

			Sensing a presence behind him, he sighed but didn’t turn around. ‘Mrs Logan, I said I wanted to be left alone. Now either obey or bring me another bottle before I’m forced to drink straight ether.’

			I pushed the pot of coffee across the desk. ‘This might be a better choice.’

			He started at my voice and then snorted without looking up. ‘Come to reject me again, Miss Gilchrist? Or are you here in your official capacity, the plucky young lady sleuth with her head full of detective stories, thinking she knows better than the polis? Tell me, what do you deduce from this scene?’

			My heart ached for him. ‘That you might be better off leaving the whisky for another night if you want to be in a fit state to lecture in the morning.’

			He grunted. ‘I have half a dozen young whelps who barely need to shave to escort around the Royal Infirmary tomorrow morning. Rest assured, they’ll be as hung-over as I am.’

			‘And with such a fine mentor, who can blame them?’

			He turned to me then, and I saw his eyes were bloodshot and swollen.

			‘And you’d know all about mentors, wouldn’t you? At least I won’t lure them to a dilapidated slum and pour a bottle of laudanum down their throats.’

			How was it that he could talk about the most intimate thing we shared and yet feel so distant?

			‘If you’re going to stand in judgement, you may as well join me in finishing the dregs of this bottle.’ He picked up his half-empty glass and glanced around his desk until his eyes lit on a skull – dear God, I prayed, let it be a wax model – with the parietal bones removed. He squinted inside, upended it, shaking the detritus out, and offered it to me. ‘Sorry, I don’t have another glass.’ I demurred, and he shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. You might be better off; I think there were mouse droppings in there.’

			He took a long draught, then looked at me, his eyes focusing properly for the first time.

			‘How the hell do you sleep? You were minutes from death at the hands of a madwoman, you’ve gone through God knows what with that bastard Beresford and yet somehow you’re still there in the front row every morning, raising your hand before I can even finish a question, fresh as a daisy and a thorn in my side.’

			‘You work us too hard.’ I smiled gently, hoping to lighten his mood. ‘I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow most nights.’

			He gave me a strange, long look and I regretted the image my words conjured.

			When he spoke, his voice was roughened from more than just the drink. ‘Every time I close my eyes, I see her in your place. What she went through . . . I should have been there. Instead, she died alone and frightened in that stinking back alley. Her corpse was in my university and I didn’t even know she was dead until you stormed into my room with your theories and accusations.’

			‘I’m so sorry, Professor. If I’d known . . .’ I would have done things so differently. Made him a friend instead of an enemy. Stopped Fiona before she could descend any further into the madness to which an uncaring world had driven her.

			‘What are you here for, anyway? I assume you didn’t come to harangue me about my drinking.’

			‘Or about how little you’re eating.’

			‘You’ve been listening to that mother hen in the kitchen. She’d have me fattened up like a goose for Christmas if I let her.’

			‘Avian analogies aside, she has a point. You might be able to teach a group of undergraduates with nothing in your system but Scotch, but I won’t be the cause of it.’

			He grimaced. ‘You seem to forget that it was me who saved your life last autumn. Only to watch you throw it away on some chinless second son. That’s the young for you, I suppose. No gratitude.’

			‘I came here because I was concerned for you.’

			‘Oh, don’t you lecture me.’ It was getting harder to ignore the way his words slurred, and I wondered just how much he had had to drink. ‘You’re not a detective, Sarah. You’re not even a doctor. What you are is a first-year medical student with an unwanted fiancé, a steady hand and a talent for getting herself in trouble.’

			‘Better a medical student with ideas above her station than a bitter old drunk.’

			The words were out before I could stop them, but by God I meant them.

			He nodded grimly, as though I had said exactly what he suspected I would. ‘Aye. Well if you think you can do better, lassie, please – be my guest. Save the whole fucking world and then when you realise that the human race is too stubborn and foolhardy to stay saved for long, come back and I’ll pour you a drink.’ He squinted into the bottle. ‘But I’d advise you to hurry up, or there’ll be none left.’

			I put my hand on his arm without thinking. Beneath the rage and the drink, there was so much pain in his eyes. He flinched, as though my touch had scalded him, and I realised that he had his shirtsleeves rolled up and my palm was resting on his bare muscled forearm. I felt his pulse throb strong, steady and just a little too fast in his radial artery, and my fingers longed to trace the crease of his inner elbow.

			When he pulled me to him, I wasn’t surprised.

			His breath was warm on my cheek, his face so close I could taste the whisky. The jackhammer beat of my heart quickened until I thought I could feel it slamming against my ribcage, and the whole world shrank to nothing but his nearness and the searing sensation of his hand on my wrist. I thought for one stupid, foolish moment that he was going to kiss me.

			Instead, he whispered into my ear, ‘I saved the wrong woman.’

			He pushed me away savagely, without taking his gaze from mine. He was savouring the hurt in my eyes, and I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing the tears that built hotly in my eyes.

			Staggering away as though I were the one who were drunk, I yanked the door open and stumbled into the hallway and the waiting figure of Mrs Logan.

			‘He’s a beast when he’s had too much.’ She looked me over, frowning. ‘He didnae hurt you, did he? I’ve never known him to be a bad man, not in that way, but if he laid a finger on you . . .’

			My wrist was sore from where he had grabbed me, but I knew without a doubt that he would have gone no further.

			Banishing my doubts, I shook my head. ‘I won’t say that he was a perfect gentleman, but he wasn’t . . . that is, he didn’t . . .’

			She looked at my wrist, the sleeve pushed up slightly and my skin red.

			‘You’re missing a button,’ she said. ‘They’re devils if you don’t use hard-wearing thread. You wait for me in the kitchen and get another pot of tea on; I’ll fetch my sewing kit and see if it fell off in the master’s study.’

			I lingered on the stairs for a moment, listening to her raised voice, before hurrying downstairs, determined to make Mrs Logan the best damned cup of tea she had drunk in her life.

			When she emerged, she gave me a swift nod as if to say that the matter had been dealt with.

			‘He’s a good man, but a proud one. And make no mistake, he’s had a harder time than most. He’s hurting right now, but that’s no excuse to take it out on someone who’s only trying to be a friend to him.’

			‘Lucy,’ I whispered.

			She shook her head sadly. ‘She was a wild one, that girl. Full of life. It’s a terrible thing to lose someone you love.’ Her words were heavy, and I wondered what loss had brought Mrs Logan into Gregory Merchiston’s employ. ‘He’s been drinking himself to sleep and propping himself up with God only knows what concoctions ever since she disappeared. I thought being able to grieve her might give him some sort of peace, but he’s been in a foul mood for weeks.’

			Ever since I got engaged. I didn’t doubt that our mutual friends the Chalmerses had shared the news with him, even if they didn’t mention just how bitterly and fruitlessly I opposed it.

			‘You know, there’s not many who’d brave the lion in his den, much less a young lady. But you lassies have more courage than men twice your age. Going into the university like that and demanding to be treated the same – if you ask me, it’s the Lord’s work, although there’s not many who’ll say it.’

			I smiled, and meant it. ‘Mrs Logan, you are a jewel among housekeepers. I’m tempted to steal you away myself if I didn’t think that your employer would chase me down the street with half the Edinburgh police force in tow.’

			‘He’s loyal to those who earn his trust, that’s for certain. You’re in that number, though God knows he didn’t show it tonight. You’d best be getting back – you don’t want your family to start asking questions.’

			As she saw me into the cab, I yanked off my gloves, rubbing my cold hands together, and fumbled through my reticule to find the hated object that I had stuffed in there as soon as I had left the house that morning. The diamond sparkled in the light from the gas lamps we passed. Even in my bag, the silver had chilled and it burned with cold as I slid it onto my finger. As we clattered across the cobblestones, I forced a demure smile onto my face and prepared to meet my future husband.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The stomach lining shone dully pearlescent under the glaring electric light, bulging hideously with flesh and sticky lumps of fat. The thought of sliding my knife through the glutinous mess made me feel queasy. If this had been an examination I would have failed it, and gladly. Instead, it was dinner.

			I had survived half a year in Scotland without being compelled to eat haggis, but this was the one night of the year when patriotism won over gastronomy. Outside, the January night was bitter and dreich, sleet falling from dark, swollen clouds and leaving the cobbles slick and dangerous. Inside, there was poetry. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

			The university was holding a grand cèilidh tonight, where the guests would work off their neeps and tatties in frenetic whirling across the ballroom floor. I felt a pang of envy, even though any attempts my friend Elisabeth had made to teach me the steps to the Gay Gordons had ended in tangled limbs and cursing.

			I wouldn’t be displaying my dancing abilities tonight, however, even if my aunt had permitted it; she had reminded me as I was cinched into my corset, ‘You do not have a history of comporting yourself well at parties, Sarah.’ In any case, we had received a far more impressive invitation, celebrating the deus ex machina of Aunt Emily and Aurora Greene, each finding in the other an equally unmarriageable ward.

			The reason I was here was currently stammering his way through Robert Burns’ ‘Address to a Haggis’, although personally I thought a eulogy might have been more apt for whatever animal had sacrificed its life for such an inglorious end.

			Miles Greene, younger son of Colonel Cuthbert Greene, would hardly have been my choice for a husband. In fact, I was prepared to do without the ghastly institution of marriage altogether in favour of my medical studies – not, as Aunt Emily had pointed out on more than a few occasions, that I exactly had a queue of suitors breathlessly awaiting my decision. Greene Minor himself was neither handsome nor, as far as I could tell, particularly intelligent, and if he had a sense of humour, it was one I didn’t share. What he did have was money and a respectable family as eager to marry him off as mine was to get rid of me.

			I kept my eyes focused on him, but my mind was wandering anywhere it could – the previous day’s lectures, my less-than-impressive results from the Christmas examinations, the fact that my mother would be arriving in a few days. That my own parents were not attending my engagement party would have been cause for comment had the happy couple been anyone else. As it was, I half expected someone to check my teeth as though I were a horse Uncle Hugh was selling – for quite the bargain price.

			My fiancé’s family was better represented – Colonel Greene was ramrod straight and mouthing the words along with his son in patriotic fervour, and his wife Aurora was the picture of beaming maternal pride. Both her sons were in attendance tonight: the younger, Miles, who had finally found a bride even if she was a bluestocking of questionable virtue; and the elder, Alisdair. The heir to the Greene family’s title and fortunes – comfortably married off and with a child on the way at his estate in the Borders – was so like and yet not like his brother that Miles looked even more lacking in comparison. With a sandy shock of hair and a firm mouth, he was like a charcoal sketch, all defined lines and shadowed planes. Miles was more like pointillism – acceptable from a distance and then worse the closer you got.

			Perhaps age would improve him, I thought without much hope. We – or rather I – had agreed on a long engagement; enough time for me to finish my studies and, as my uncle said, ‘get “this nonsense” out of my head once and for all’. In the likely event that Miles at twenty-seven was no better candidate than Miles at twenty-three, it still gave me four years to find a way out of the damned situation, or at the very least find a hospital willing to accept a female doctor.

			‘Aurora, your hair looks wonderful tonight. Is that a new style from Paris?’ Aunt Emily smiled unctuously.

			My future mother-in-law sighed. ‘Sadly not. I’m afraid that this is hair à la Blackwell – our housemaid. My lady’s maid, Wilson, has done a midnight flit at the worst possible time. Run off with some man, no doubt.’

			‘Did she leave a note?’ I asked.

			‘You would have thought,’ Aurora sniffed. ‘After years of service – where she was rather generously recompensed, I don’t mind telling you – she vanished without a word.’

			She seemed very unruffled about the disappearance of a woman from under her roof.

			‘Have you called the police?’

			‘My dear, if one called the police about every absconding servant . . . You’ll learn all this when you have a household of your own to manage, of course.’

			‘Enough of this gossip,’ the colonel groused. ‘Miles, finish addressing the damn haggis so we can eat.’

			From the unholy looks of the thing, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had answered back.

			The knife glinted in the candlelight and trembled in Miles’ hand. He sharpened it as he spoke and, muttering something in broad Scots about gushing entrails – perhaps I had better give this Burns fellow a second chance – plunged it into the stomach.

			The smell from the plate was appalling, but that wasn’t what made bile rise in my throat.

			‘Forgive me,’ I murmured, and fled the room.

			I brought up what little dinner I had managed – in the face of the haggis, it wasn’t much – and splashed some water on my face. Away from the table, any semblance of putting a brave face on it crumbled like ash, and I rested my head against the cool porcelain of the sink, trying to get my anger and my shaking hands under control.

			I caught a glimpse of myself in the glass and it was like seeing a ghost. I could have been the Sarah Gilchrist from a year ago, the girl with a burning passion to study medicine and an unshakeable belief that the world would grant her wish, parental disapproval be damned. I wasn’t her, but nor was I the frail, wretched creature from months later, who had been abandoned with her relatives and told to make her own way in the world.

			The girl in the mirror met my guarded gaze. This, then, was one of the inaugural class of young ladies who had gained entrance into the hallowed halls of Edinburgh’s medical school. The satirists, even the ones scribbling for a better class of newspaper, liked to paint us alternately as monstrous spinsters with brains bulging out of our heads and hairs sticking out of our chins, and swooning girls with eighteen-inch waists and an eye on a doctor for a husband. They had, needless to say, never attempted to meet with the subjects of their pens, and I wasn’t sure what they’d make of me if they did. Certainly the glittering diamond on my finger – I’d have to remove that before Tuesday’s anatomy lecture lest it disappear into some half-dissected chest cavity – suggested I was more interested in having letters before my name than after, but no doe-eyed maid looked this tired or resigned to her fate.

			The powder my aunt’s lady’s maid had dusted lightly across my face and the smudge of rouge she had rubbed roughly onto my lips felt like a mask. I was no blushing bride-to-be, a maiden in her first flush of youth gazing starry-eyed at her beloved. I wasn’t even the ruined girl my family thought I was, patched up almost as good as new if you didn’t look too closely at the seams. The cloud of scent she had sprinkled over me couldn’t hide the stench of death that followed me everywhere I went.

			My short time in Edinburgh had been marked by murder – first of a young prostitute, then of her killer as Gregory Merchiston took a life to save mine, only to see me throw it away on humdrum conventionality. No wonder he was angry with me.

			Much as I wanted to dwell on my fate – or slip through the front door into the street and run as though my life depended on it – even I had to concede that the time to break things off was perhaps not the night of my engagement party. All I had to do tonight was survive, and I had proved rather good at that of late.

			Retracing my steps, I heard muffled voices from the rooms above. While the supposed end of my unladylike professional fortunes was being celebrated in the dining room, there were women working all around the house, an unseen hive of activity on which this household – and mine, and countless others – ran. Knowing I had delayed my return for as long as I could, I pushed open the dining room door with what I hoped was an expression of serene joy – and just in time.

			‘Sarah, we were waiting for you.’ Aunt Emily’s tone was light, but there was a warning in her eyes.

			I couldn’t afford to displease her; it wouldn’t get me the result I wanted, and I was more likely to end up barred from attending lectures for a week than receive any sympathy.

			‘It’s your turn now.’ Miles smiled shyly.

			Ah, yes. The one point of the evening I was dreading even more than simpering across the table in the direction of my betrothed.

			I lifted my glass and recited the only scrap of Burns I had been able to stomach – an unfortunate pun under the circumstances – or understand.

			‘While Europe’s eye is fix’d on mighty things,

			The fate of Empires and the fall of Kings;

			While quacks of State must each produce his plan,

			And even children lisp the Rights of Man;

			Amid this mighty fuss just let me mention,

			The Rights of Woman merit some attention.’

			I heard Aunt Emily’s intake of breath across the table. This was not the sweet speech I had practised in front of her, but in the face of a captive audience, most of whom would rather see me dead in childbirth than studying medicine, I was not going to let this one rare opportunity to have my say slip through my fingers.

			Miles watched me in that unsettling way of his, a gaze that never left my face. An eternity of his basset hound adoration loomed before me as I stumbled to an end.

			Colonel Greene smiled indulgently, as though I were a small child imitating the adults. I knew his type. He might have disagreed with what newspaper opinion writers called ‘the woman question’, but he enjoyed the cut and thrust of the debate, of a woman at least trying to match him wit for wit. There were students like that at the medical school, and privately I always suspected them of being little more than overgrown schoolboys dipping a girl’s pigtails in an inkwell to get her attention, as through frustration were on a par with attraction when it came to arousing emotion in a woman.

			I would have to be on my guard with my new father-in-law.

			‘A toast to the happy couple,’ came a warm voice to my right. At least I had friends here – Elisabeth Chalmers and her husband Randall, he a medical man and she one of the chaperones who accompanied the female students to lectures lest one of us lose our virtue during a dissection.

			‘Miles, you are very lucky. Sarah is one of the kindest, most selfless women I know. She will make you a very happy man – and you had better make her a happy woman, or you shall have me to contend with!’

			The room broke into laughter – being threatened by Elisabeth was rather like being threatened by a kitten. She might have sharp claws, but she was so pretty and gentle that even her warning swipes seemed playful. I had witnessed her wind even the most unreformed woman-hater around her little finger, whereas all I managed to do was scratch.

			‘In the words of Burns’ – good God, how much poetry had the man written? – ‘“But to see her was to love her. Love but her, and love forever.”’

			I felt sick from more than just the haggis. But whatever fulsome praise Miles was on the verge of spouting never materialised as a bloodcurdling scream sounded from outside.
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