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There is a dreadful Hell

And everlasting pains;

There sinners must with devils dwell

In darkness, fire and chains.

ISAAC WATTS

Divine Songs for Children

If God has thought proper to paint “thief,” “robber,” or “murderer” on certain brows, it isn’t for nothing; nay it is for something—that the like of me should read the marks, and try to save the good and virtuous.

JAMES MCLEVY,

Edinburgh police detective, 1861






Prologue—1860s



THERE WERE NEARLY sixty of them in Edinburgh and they swarmed out of their crevices at dusk and swept through the city in a systematic raid on the streets, closes, wynds, and parks. Beginning as always with the ornamental lamps outside the Lord Provost’s home, they clambered quickly to the heights of Calton Hill, coursed down the gilded esplanade of Princes Street, curled through the courteous crescents of the New Town, and sallied into the sooty recesses of the Old Town labyrinth, regulating themselves by the church bells and shirking only those darker tendrils of the Cowgate from which even the light recoiled. In less than two hours they knitted together a jeweled chain of lights that on clear evenings resembled an inverted cosmos of sparkling stars and on nights of dense fog—when sea mist merged with chimney smoke, locomotive steam, and the noxious emissions from overcrowded graves—helped enclose the city in an enormous glowing lamp shade. They were the “leeries”—the lamplighters—and they were rarely seen in the sun.
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Evelyn lived in the Fountainbridge Institute for Destitute Girls, in a district of gasworks and foundries where the lamps were few. She was not the youngest (six) and far from the oldest (sixteen) of almost a hundred orphans. The building itself was an erstwhile slaughterhouse, the dormitory a tilted killing floor, and the past still lingered in the bloody sawdust that had infiltrated the cracks and powdered the rafters and even now, on the trigger of a significant thunderclap, would sprinkle across the startled girls like a benediction.

But these were not unhappy times. Broth and buttermilk were moderated with fresh meat and greens, typhus was unheard of, tuberculosis and scarlet fever rare, and only respiratory complaints and toothaches kept the girls spluttering and moaning through the night. As well, the orphanage governor’s vibrant young wife indulged the girls as her “bairns,” and took a special fancy to young Evelyn, who with her raven hair, blue Highland eyes, and boundless imagination was like herself reborn. She offered the girls toffee drops, shared books from her considerable library (she was the daughter of a respected advocate), and promised that she would one day escort them on a trip to the Pentland Hills, where they would see the same farm animals which to that point they knew only from their squeals (the slaughterhouse had been relocated to larger premises across the street). The woman’s enthusiasm was so infectious that it even managed to mollify the Calvinistic extremes of her husband, Mr. Lindsay. But then her visits to the orphanage became less frequent, for she was imminently to give birth to a bairn of her own. And when she expired in a manner that was eminently mysterious—for her constitution was as resilient as Evelyn’s—a pall settled over the Fountainbridge Institute for Destitute Girls that had about it the stench of martyrs’ blood, tormented souls, and a shame as old as Deuteronomy.

[image: star]

Mr. Lindsay withdrew all sugar from their diet, rationed the meat, replaced Robinson Crusoe with The Redeemer’s Tears, Jonathan Swift with John Knox, tore the woodcuts from The Pilgrim’s Progress, stepped up the Scripture readings, and tossed away the punitive tawse in favor of a knotted birch cane. Unsettled by the new severity, the nurses assured the monitors that it was a natural grieving process that inevitably would pass. But it did not pass.

On the dormitory ceiling above the rafters there was a flamboyant mural of indeterminate age—“The Signs of the Zodiak”—beneath which innumerable livestock had unceremoniously been hammered between the eyes. Invested with life by the pulsing glow of the streetlamp outside the window, it had become the prism through which Evelyn, clamped by sheets in her iron-frame bed, would nightly unleash her feverish imagination. Weaving astrological deities with the stories of Mrs. Lindsay and her own rudimentary knowledge of history and geography, she would mesmerize the other girls with flights of fancy and slide into sleep on paths already slippery with dreams.

When Mr. Lindsay had the ceiling painted black, shortly after his wife’s demise, her imagination found compensation in the streetlamp itself, which in summer drew moths, in winter flurries of snow, and each evening its own Prometheus—the leerie—who himself began to assume properties of great mysticism. In a silence undisturbed by so much as the rustle of bed linen she would follow his cheerful whistle and crisscrossing advance up the street to their very own lamp, hear the snap of his ladder clamping onto the crossbar, the tread of his ascent, the uncapping of the glass lid and even—if she strained hard enough—the hiss of running gas and the pop of ignition. She never saw more of him than his billowing shadow (like the moths blown to fantastic proportions), but in her stories she was able to contrive for him not only a precise appearance but a host of progressively more ambitious itineraries, so that from his beat in Fountainbridge he had soon progressed to the docks of Leith, then across the waters to the boulevards of Paris, and before long was drawing his fire map from the bazaars of Constantinople to the quarters of Calcutta and the temples of celestial Peking. The monitors warned her that this was no time for nocturnal storytelling, but Evelyn was stubborn by nature and nurture, and responded to subjugation with only rebellion. Inevitably she was ushered to the office of Mr. Lindsay.

“It gives me no pleasure to see you here, child.” He was a figure cut from boilerplates, with hair of steel grey and pouches of rust beneath his eyes. “But you are thick-sown with ideas that serve you ill, and it is my righteous duty to turn you into a worthwhile servant of the Lord.”

In the absence of his own daughter he saw his charges not as surrogates but as beings that feasted greedily on God’s grace at the expense of his own, and he despised them in a way that for him was indistinguishable from love.

“I should not have to tell you that life is rarely sweet, child. That a fiery imagination scorches all before it, and the independent will needs to be crushed to prevent later grief. You should remember that life is but a way station to the greater realms beyond, and if you turn your mind to anything it should be the rewards that await you there. Though I doubt,” he added somberly, “that you are meant for paradise, child, and I tell you this without joy. The righteous are destined for the palace of heaven, but for reprobates there is only a room with no doors and windows, for beyond it there is only darkness.”

“Then I shall dream as I like,” said Evelyn boldly, “for no harm can be done by it.”

At which point Mr. Lindsay caned her legs so righteously that she limped for a fortnight.
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While she healed, the visits of the lamplighter were succeeded by no stories, but in time she could not restrain herself, and the furtively whispered adventures of Leerie enthralled the others with the added varnish of wickedness. The monitors were appalled, fearing that they themselves would be censured. But it was another incident entirely that returned Evelyn to the governor’s notice.

Colored inks were strictly forbidden in the Institute and the girls had been divested of all drawing implements but for the slate pencils that were returned dutifully at the end of each lesson. But one winter’s day during noon recess a fantastic chalk apparition materialized on the blackened courtyard wall: a majestic dragon, part Babylonian and part Beowulf, and rendered with exemplary style. When Mr. Lindsay discovered it, however, he saw only a demon, and he ordered the girls lined up in the dormitory.

The matron was instructed to search the girls for the incriminating utensil. But when she came to Evelyn she found the young one refusing to open a tightly clenched right fist.

“Pinion her,” Lindsay ordered, and, lodging his cane under one arm, he forcibly raised her hand and uncurled her fingers.

A blunted stick of white chalk fell to the floor and rolled to the tips of his gleaming boots.

He stared at it for endless seconds and eventually raised his eyes.

“They have a saying where I come from, child. ‘If you draw the devil on a wall, you invite him to appear.’”

“I drew not the devil,” Evelyn insisted.

“By God, you will hold your tongue, child!” Lindsay was spluttering with rage. “The devil speaks as much through your insolence as he does through your fantasies. And aye, if he responds only to the birch then so it must be. I ask not for forgiveness, because I act only in the name of greater mercy, but be assured the responsibility hangs about me like Matthew’s millstone. So step into my office, child, and let it be done with haste. No amount of imagination will shield you from God’s displeasure.”

She uttered not a bleat through the caning, but from across the street came the transitional cry of a calf turned to veal.
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There had never been enough consistency in the orphanage for anyone to be surprised by a change of heart, so when Evelyn was called again into the governor’s office some weeks later, directed to a corner desk, provided with several blank sheets of paper, pens, and inks, and instructed to draw, she did not question why, though she suspected that no good would come of it. Her abstinence had by that time become so wearying that she could not resist, in any case, and she filled sheet after sheet with vivid images. Mr. Lindsay inspected them as he would an unfavorable testament, but he did not punish her for them, simply locked them in a drawer and ordered her to return the following day.

At the end of two weeks she was introduced to a handsomely attired man with a star-shaped scar under his right eye. Bright-eyed and energetic, with thick black hair shiny with macassar oil, he dropped to his knee and smiled affectionately. He was holding a china doll.

“Hullo, Evelyn,” he said. “Or do you mind if I call you Eve?”

“This is your father, child,” Mr. Lindsay informed her. “Mr. James Ainslie, the Laird of Millenhall.”

Evelyn was puzzled. The matron had told her she had been dumped on the orphanage steps when she was barely the size of a turnip, and as far as she knew her surname was Todd, not Ainslie. And while she had often dreamed of her mother, she never thought it possible that she might have a father.

“I have only recently learned of your existence, Eve,” Ainslie said. “And in truth I thought you had not survived. But now I have come to claim you from the Institute. I know it will be difficult for you to leave, but I assure you that you will not regret it. You must not resist, Eve. I urge you not to resist.”

Evelyn looked into his hopeful eyes, smelled his sweet soap and lotions, and glanced over his shoulder to a governor staring down his nose like some city chambers statue.

“I will not resist,” she assured Mr. Ainslie, who at once hugged her with conspicuous relief, as though she truly had a choice.
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The transfer was effected with unusual haste, as though Mr. Lindsay were eager to be divested of her. She was not given time to say farewell to her friends, but the disappointment was quickly suffused by a mounting excitement. She was escorted to a waiting brougham and deposited onto one of the plush seats, the first time she had been in a carriage. When they swept around the corner it was impossible not to feel that she had begun a great adventure.

“Millenhall is a wee distance from here,” Ainslie told her brightly. “You’ll love it dearly, Eve. But I’d very much like it to be a surprise for you.”

He produced a tartan scarf and secured it around her eyes, chuckling like a game player. But even the blindfold could not contain her imagination.

“We enter a country road,” she declared excitedly as the carriage wheels trundled onto a dirt track. “Tree branches overhead. Sycamores—I smell the sap.”

Ainslie laughed.

“Chestnuts. Whin-bushes with a honey fragrance.”

“Your imagination serves you splendidly, Eve.”

She heard wood warblers, song thrushes, and other strange birds. She felt the shadowy caress of swaying branches, and inhaled air tainted by wood smoke and the tang of paper mills. She was intoxicated.

The brougham drew up, a gate creaked open, and they wheeled around a substantial forecourt. She was led across flagstones, through a poorly oiled door, and carried up stairs to a chamber smelling of freshly disturbed dust. Here Ainslie lowered her to the floor and closed the door behind them. He unfastened the blindfold.

She found herself in a bedroom, furnished with only a washstand, a chair, and a freshly quilted bed. The shutters were tight, the only light entering through a frosted gable window. But she thought it worthy of a princess.

“Do you like it, Eve?”

She nodded vigorously. She could barely contemplate such luxury.

“It’s important that you settle in very quickly,” Ainslie said. “And when the time comes we shall go places. On boats, on fox hunts, and we shall travel on trains. Would you like that, Eve?”

She thought there could be no greater pleasure.

“Later,” he promised, smiling. “When your mother recovers.”

He locked the door behind her, leaving Evelyn thrilled by the prospect of at last being embraced by the woman who had dumped her like a turnip on the cold orphanage steps.
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But for a long time she saw nothing other than the paneled walls of her bedroom. Twice a day she was brought warm water and hot meals by Ainslie, who spellbound her with recollections of his travels and military service. He had lived much of his life in London, he said, and journeyed as a merchant seaman to Bombay and Java, caught shrapnel in the face in Sevastopol, and been stationed with the Royal Rifle Corps at the Gold Coast of West Africa, where he had played the pipes to the monkeys like the Pied Piper.

He produced watercolors and inks and encouraged her to paint, and as she had nothing else to do her output was prolific. Ainslie inspected each picture with enthusiasm, and seemed especially approving of those featuring an avuncular gentleman dressed in a peaked cap, blue fustian jacket, and grey scarf.

“Who is he, Eve?”

She told him it was Leerie.

“A man you know?”

“A man I have never seen,” she replied. Her picture was in fact a composite of appealing features: the pointed beard of the old doctor who visited the orphanage, the emerald eyes of the maintenance man, the attire of the coalman.

Ainslie considered the matter. “And this Leerie…do you imagine that he might walk in those fantastic cities you draw?”

“There is no place he cannot go.”

Ainslie encouraged her to show the lamplighter in all manner of exotic locales and situations: in storybook castles, in fabulous forests, soaring over waterfalls on winged steeds. The pictures were carried off at the end of each day, and she saw them again only when she was asked to refine a select few, as though they were being prepared for exhibition before the Queen.
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Her incarceration, such as it was, was nothing new, and the bed was soft and capacious, the food plentiful, she had pretty new petticoats, and in health she flourished. She discovered one of the shutter leaves was ajar, and occasionally was able to see out to a neighboring graveyard overgrown with thistle and weed, and to the forecourt, where carts would frequently pull up laden with articles of furniture. The lodge was being hastily fitted out, it seemed, and into her own room Ainslie introduced a looking glass, a wardrobe, and a painting of the Zoological Gardens.

“Your mother will arrive shortly,” he assured her. “And soon we shall go for a long trip—to some of those same exotic cities you draw for Leerie.”

That very afternoon she saw a trap pull up and a sandy-haired woman alight at the door. The woman, most agreeable in appearance, was greeted by Ainslie with an intimate smile and a whisper, and Evelyn, turning from the window, paced restlessly around her room, excited by the possibility that she had for the first time set eyes on her mother.

But when Ainslie came up that night he wore a funereal expression.

“I want you to come downstairs with me, Eve,” he whispered, “and I want you to be very quiet and respectful. Your mother is very ill, as I have said, and may not recognize you.”

It was the same person she had seen from the window—she was sure of it—and yet when Evelyn approached she found her mother unnaturally white, pale-lipped, and creased with dark lines. The woman trembled as she enclosed Evelyn in spidery arms, and smelled of powder and wax.

“Let me look at you, Eve,” she croaked, and tilted her daughter’s face to examine her with ill-focused eyes. “Can you ever forgive me?” she implored. “Do you think you might be capable?”

And though Evelyn was poorly acquainted with remorse and was reluctant to admit any measure of disappointment, she sensed no real love in her mother’s voice, no genuine grief, and when she withdrew it was with confusion in her heart.

Later Ainslie discovered the loose shutter and had her windows painted over from the outside.
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More furniture was shifted into position. She heard new voices, edgy murmurs, and once a woman’s voice raised in indignation. Ainslie appeared one evening with an apologetic look.

“I regret that I’ve not been able to attend to you, Eve, but there has been much absorbing my attention. Soon, I promise, we will travel far. But in the meantime it is very important to me that you feel at home. I want you to think of this as the house where you have always resided. Do you think you could do that? Forget the Institute entirely?”

She suggested that it would be no disagreeable task.

He smiled. “Then if anyone asks, you will not challenge the notion that we have always been a family?”

It was a curious request, but she felt disinclined to resist.

“I fear your mother has worsened, Eve. I’ve had to call on a special doctor I know from my days in Africa—a tribesman of the Ashanti. If you see him I do not want you to be alarmed. He could well be our salvation.”

He left without locking the door.

When she ventured out some time later she heard a visitor being conducted around the lower floor like a prospective buyer. She waited at the top of the stairs and eventually Ainslie appeared with the strangest man she had ever seen.

He was exceedingly tall, as black as Crusoe’s Friday, with a gleaming oversized head ringed with hieroglyphs. He wore flowing saffron robes and carried a scepter of interlocking bones. Chewing continuously and humming without melody, he made a sweeping survey of the hall, his eyes lingering on the Turkey carpets, wicker baskets, mounted stag’s head, and other articles Evelyn had not previously seen, as well as on the cornices, the architraves, the paneling, the pilasters…on every distinguishing feature in the hall, in fact, as though making a concerted effort to emboss the images onto his memory.

When his head rotated toward the upper level, his eyes settled on Evelyn and his humming abruptly ceased. She felt pinned in place, violated by his scrutiny, but his broad lips quickly peeled back in a smile. Ainslie indicated that she should come down the stairs.

In the visitor’s proximity she smelled herbs and ash. The man stroked her head and caressed her face with velvety fingertips, and in this simple gesture she perceived more tenderness than anything she had felt from her own parents. He examined her with his cloudy eyes, traced the contours of her neck and shoulders, and eventually resumed his tuneless humming.

He was taken on a tour of all the upstairs rooms, spending well over an hour in Evelyn’s bedchamber alone, as outside Ainslie assured Evelyn that all was proceeding well and that shortly they would go on their great journey.
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Her door was never locked from that point, but she was discouraged from moving from her bedroom, and even when she did she saw little but closed doors, covered windows, and incongruous furnishings. Her mother was still present and recuperating, Ainslie assured her, though she was too ill to be seen. Water and food continued to be brought up to her with prisonlike regularity, a long-case clock marked the passage of several days with its wheezy chimes, and Ainslie paced around with a bearing of increasing impatience, or perhaps apprehension.
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One night the house timbers groaned as though squeezed by some supernatural force. A storm pounded the roof and lightning sprayed through the gable window, expanding and contracting her little room like bellows. A trembling Ainslie entered briefly and lit a candle by her bed, promising that it would soon subside. But the lightning was alarmingly close. The paneling appeared to undulate. An unpleasant odor invaded the room and the air rapidly chilled. Evelyn, with the blankets bunched up around her, watched her breath condense in clouds until she was convinced a spectral shape was sewing together in the air above the bed. And when the candle flame flared and hurled a very human shadow onto her wardrobe she could no longer bear it.

She bolted for the stairs, but halfway down Ainslie gathered her up and attempted to soothe her.

“Eve? What’s wrong?” But he himself was shaking.

She told him a man had got inside her room.

“A man?” He exuded fear like a musk.

“In my room!”

“Well…who do you think he might be, Eve?”

She could not answer.

Ainslie forced a laugh. “Then we should find out, eh?”

He braced himself and started carrying her back up the stairs, his heart hammering against her like a fist on a door. Rain was spilling from the eaves and trickling in the pipes. As they inched stiffly down the hallway it was evident from the very quality of light that the room was not empty.

A yard from the door Ainslie crouched down and forced Evelyn to the floor. With stony features he prodded her back toward the room as though offering a lamb to some beast of prey.

Evelyn stared at his averted eyes, inhaled his sickly perspiration, and suddenly saw with great clarity that, whatever this man called himself, he was not her father. That he represented no security. And she understood very clearly, too, that the powdery woman had not been her mother. There would never be any journey, or any freedom.

She was alone, as she always had been, and stepping back with revulsion she was simultaneously drawn to the bedroom as though to a great fatality.

She turned and froze with disbelief when she saw the man, standing on the far side of the bed, his face gilded by the candlelight.

He had a pointed beard, a peaked cap, a blue fustian jacket, and a grey scarf, and his emerald eyes seemed to shine with all the lamps of Edinburgh.

She gasped in astonishment, and his face creased with genuine compassion.

“It’s me, Eve,” he affirmed.

His whisper was as light as gossamer, and the sincerity of his affection was manifest.

“It’s Leerie…”

He beckoned her forward and she moved trancelike into the room. Ainslie shut the door behind them and twenty years later the streets were red with blood.









December 1886

Chapter I




THOMAS MCKNIGHT, Professor of Logic and Metaphysics at the University of Edinburgh, had certainly noticed the young lady busily taking notes in one of the rear benches, but he did not stop to contemplate the incongruity, the implications, or indeed to give it much thought at all. He went on lecturing as though in a dream.

“Gentlemen, I want you to look at me now and ask yourselves if I exist. I want you to consider the possibility that I might be no more than a shadow, or something else of completely immaterial value. Not, I hasten to add, because I regard myself as a ghost, or indeed a shadow. In fact, I would be recognized as human in any number of venerable faculties. In Law they would certainly admit into evidence that I am a man, of average height and unremarkable appearance, silver-haired, green-eyed, and spade-bearded. The Faculty of Medicine, were I to surrender my body to its examinations, would certainly attest that my heart pumps blood, that my lungs inflate with air, and that I give every indication of being a living human being. In Science they would draw samples of my blood, dissolve specimens of my flesh in jars, examine them under microscopes, and ascertain that I am a bipedal composition of carbon and water, of the Homo genus, and of an age defying calculation. And the Faculty of Divinity might see nothing godly in me, or even saintly, but it would have little difficulty accepting me as a temporal manifestation in which there is nothing fundamentally miraculous.”

His speech was a clockwork mechanism unwinding with great precision and little enthusiasm. Each word, each inflection, and every flash of humor had been so calculated, and delivered with such little variation, that were he to lapse into an unexpected silence or be forced into a hasty departure, a student of a previous year, consulting old notes, might be able to complete his every sentence—the entire lecture.

“No, gentlemen, if I ask you to look upon me as a shadow it is because in this chamber it is our duty to peel away all existing layers of prejudice, strip back all preconceived notions, divest ourselves of all resistance, and cast the withering eye of skepticism on the fact that I exist at all. That the chair in the corner exists. That the room exists. That anything beyond the room exists. And to emerge with the possibility that everything we have established and agreed upon may in fact be a collusion in ignorance.”

There would come a day, no doubt, when he would not need to be present at all. When he would be spared the ordeal of pacing around the room puffing clouds of pipe smoke into the frigid air—the University’s gas pipes had clotted, leaving the halls without light or heat—and be replaced by a tin conch projecting his voice with coils and vibrating filaments. When he would not, as today, have cause to envy Professor Egan of Botany, who had repaired to the Tropical Palm House of the Royal Botanic Garden, there to lecture his students amid the misted glass and sweating ferns.

“Now in the front row the gentleman with the red hair has little doubt that I exist: he has fixed me in place with his eyes, my voice resonates in his ears, and I exude a certain warmth without which the room might be fractionally colder. And in the middle row the lad in the velvet jacket, being of a more poetical persuasion, has already ascribed to me certain human qualities. Charming? Indubitably. Wise? Without question. Generous? To a fault, gentlemen, though I urge you not to test it. Even tempered? Of course, but only because my placid nature is balanced so precisely with eruptions of unexpected violence.”

But where once he had filled the chamber with laughing throngs, his tone was now too hollow to elicit anything but a token chuckle. He had not even bothered to familiarize himself with the student roll, so that where once his lecture was interpolated with interchangeable names—Aldridge/Devlin/McLaren/Raithby/Scott—he now relied on his weakening eyes and the bridge of his imagination (it did not really matter if that jacket was really velvet). He did not despise his students, but he felt of no use to them. They wanted to see him as an inspiration, a target beyond the travails of confusion and hunger. They were greedy for enlightenment—or at least cap and gown—and all he could offer was despair.

“Now of those two appraisals,” he continued, turning cheerlessly at the end of the platform, “it would be safe to suggest that the one offered by our sentimental, velvet-jacketed friend is a process of induction based on unreliable criteria. Perhaps in appearance I remind him of his favorite uncle. Or perhaps his least favorite uncle. Perhaps my voice evokes memories of another lecturer, or a tradesman, or a doctor, with whom he is already well acquainted. In all instances we can agree that he might well be the victim of a misapprehension based on subjective interpretation. But it is our duty in this chamber to apply the same flame of doubt to the assumptions of his redheaded classmate, gentlemen, and conclude that there is nothing that the senses can perceive objectively, and no object upon which we do not subjectively impose a reality.”

The students, clustered in the benches closest to the door, and itching to spring to freedom as soon as the bell rang, needed no uncanny instincts to sense his disillusionment. In the latest edition of The Student they had already registered their bemusement:


What ails Professor McKnight,

He seems in a spot of blight,

There’s no Logic to a humour seldom sighted,

His Philosophy entombed,

It might need to be exHumed,

Or good Lord, the Prof will never be McKnighted!



McKnight could barely remember it now, but upon first arriving at the University he had felt as though appointed to the Sacred College of Cardinals. They were reorganizing the library at the time, and when asked how much space should be relegated to the works of philosophy he had responded, with the confidence of an astronomer mapping the stars, “One bay for the works already written and sixteen for those yet to come.” But now, an eternity later, he had come to accept that his was a faculty with no exhilarating triumphs, no sacred cities, and no achievable destination.

“Plato introduced the demon of doubt…René Descartes labeled him…Spinoza and Leibniz toyed with him…Hume and Reid with their formidable Scots steel refused to be ruled by him…”

He had reached the meat and bones of the lecture now, a litany of names as endless and exacting as any Genesis genealogy.

“Kant urged us to look beyond logic and knowledge…Male-branche linked belief in the real world to supernatural revelation…Bishop Berkeley suggested that the pillars of existence have become dangerously fragile…”

Hearing the odd fragment echo off the flat walls and curved benches, he raised his eyes to make a perfunctory sweep of the class—it was important at least to pretend he was aware of his students’ existence—and noticed, without much interest, that the young lady had shifted forward a few rows and was no longer taking notes.

“Hamilton saw God in the Unknown…the Scots championed the doctrine of the dual existence of mind and matter…the temporal devil…”

It was not unknown for women to attend university lectures, though officially they were tutored only extra-academically, and the voluntary nature of their presence meant that he himself saw few. This one—an ethereal creature, her paleness offset by clothes of clerical black—seemed to have lost interest in his lecture entirely, not that he could blame her, and was staring fixedly out the window.

“The devil of nature…of metaphor…of time…”

He followed her gaze, almost against his will, and noticed some police officers striding across the quadrangle, escorted by an unusually grave-looking Rector. He might have been disturbed, or just plain curious, but he had forced even the most pressing realities into the abstract and found it hard to summon a flicker of concern. And when he turned back he could not even see the young lady herself. She had moved again, or sunk behind another student, or disappeared like an apparition. It did not seem to matter.

“Locke compared the mind to blank paper, which the senses help furnish with words. Hume extended the metaphor with the notion of impressions, in which ideas become like type on a printing press. But it is left to questing temperaments like ours, gentlemen, to wonder how much of that book is autobiographical, how much societal, and how much set and inked by cosmic forces beyond our understanding…”

And how much is simply financial ledgers, medical reports, and documents of title; and how many pages should be squandered on anything less pressing and basic.

“We study no scrolls, we shatter no rocks, we disinter no bodies and plunge into no volcanoes”—he raised his voice irritably because some loudmouth in the corridor was calling for the Chancellor—“and yet we are the greatest adventurers in these halls. We burst through barriers without fear of what monsters might lurk behind. We bring light to the hideous and we digest the unpalatable. And we do all this because we cannot live without the truth. Because we alone, gentlemen, are intrepid enough to unlock the gates of the Unknowable, and courageous enough to allow the stream thus released to carry us to regions that time alone will reveal. And he whose heart quails at the prospect still has the option of returning to the comfortable bosom of illusions.”

And to the bosom of purpose. And contentment. And altruism. Gazing one last time upon the emburdened heads of his students—struggling to work out if the lecture had really ended—he wondered if his adversaries in Divinity were right, and the only victim of delusions was the philosopher who foraged fruitlessly through the Realms of God, seeking something minuscule enough to bring nourishment to his miserable existence below.

“Though it must be admitted, gentlemen…” he added, in a spontaneous coda, “that I find it difficult to question the subjective nature of the cold when my very tongue freezes to the side of my mouth…”

He sighed wearily and, sensing that his students were still unsure if they were dismissed—where once the finality of his tone would have been clear—he added curtly, “Be off with you, then.”

The students rose as one, with a conspicuous relief, and piled around the door.

“And one other thing…” McKnight said resentfully. “One other thing. If I hear any more sniffing in my classes”—he glared at them—

“I will personally wrap my scarf so tightly around the offender’s head that I might well obstruct the circulation to his brain….”

Almost immediately he chastened himself—it was the sort of impulsive rebuke that had gone well beyond his control—and retreated guiltily to the antechamber to collect his books and empty his pipe. Emerging a few moments later he again registered the presence of the mysterious young lady, lingering behind to speak to him, to ask him an urgent question (something about the devil; it was as though he could read her mind), and though he actually paused for a second, and almost stopped to accommodate her, he quickly thought the better of it. He avoided eye contact, nodded evasively, and escaped into the corridor without a second glance.

He was threading his way through milling students to his cluttered crow’s nest of an office, there to lunch on week-old bread and insipid black coffee, when he was approached by the somber-looking Rector.

“Tom…” the man said, still managing to use his Christian name with some hint of endearment. “Have you heard?”

“Heard?” Moving from place to place McKnight had developed a sort of irresistible momentum, unable to be pinned down or intimately examined.

“About Professor Smeaton? Of Ecclesiastical Law?”

“Smeaton?” McKnight, who had barely slowed, rarely welcomed the name: Smeaton had frequently attacked him at the meetings of the Senatus Academicus for his reported “devout atheism,” for his heretical teachings, and for his indulgence in abstractions no more productive than a child’s desecration. “His objection to the Barlow Endowment? Aye, but I expected nothing—”

“No, no, Tom. I mean what happened this morning, at dawn.”

“I heard nothing.”

The Rector swallowed. “He’s dead, Tom.”

McKnight actually stopped in his tracks and stared incredulously. “Smeaton?” he asked. “Dead?”

“Torn open. As if by wild beasts.”

McKnight frowned. “Where?”

“The body was found in the New Town, by a milkmaid.”

“In which street?”

“In several streets, Tom.”

McKnight’s frown deepened. “Murdered?”

“Aye. By someone. Some thing. The body has already been identified and removed to the mortuary in the Cowgate. The police are with the Chancellor now.”

McKnight set the pipe stem between his teeth.

“There’ll be an investigation, Tom. You might be called in for questioning. Formal procedure, you know. For motive, and the like.”

“Of course…” said McKnight, and the Rector, clearly uncomfortable in his presence, set off to inform the others.

Resuming his way up the corridor, McKnight approximated a familiar look of consternation, so that any onlooker would have little doubt that he was troubled by the news. But inwardly, and with an unsettling laceration of guilt, he thought that the murder was the most logical thing he had heard in many years.








Chapter II



CARUS GROVES, acting Chief Inspector of the Edinburgh City Police, had been imagining this moment all day. Indeed, for all the horror he had encountered since sunrise, all the demands of investigation, the interviews, the confrontations and speculations, it could be reasonably calculated that most of his mental energy had been engaged in projecting him forward to the moment when, squeezed into his desk in the corner of his Leith Walk bedroom, illuminated by a paraffin lamp, he dipped his pen into an inkwell, raised the nib over a blank page, and lovingly inscribed, in a headlinelike script:

 

THE MURDERER FROM THE MEWS

 

Then he settled back to watch the glistening ink dissolve into the paper with the authority of God’s inscriptions on the Sinai tablets.

It was not the first title he had considered. “The New Town Murder” had given way to “The Murder of the Great Professor,” which in turn was superseded by “Murder by the Good Book,” and—penultimately and most ambitiously—“Murder Most Dark & Sinister.” He had settled with delight on “The Murderer from the Mews,” not for its accuracy—there was in fact little evidence that the killer had been hiding in the mews lane—but for its alliterative quality, which even to his policeman’s ears, attuned more to whistle blasts than poetry, carried a sonorous ring.

He returned to the text promptly, for his little schoolroom desk was not conducive to lounging (and indeed had been purchased, from the defaulters’ furniture market opposite Craig’s Close, for that very reason), and applied his loving pen to the page.

This was the most brutal example of attack this detective has had the misfortune to set his eyes upon, he began, and this was no exaggeration: Professor Smeaton’s body had been scattered across the intersection of Belgrave Crescent, Queensferry Road, and Dean Bridge in three ragged chunks, a nauseating spectacle for Groves, who had seen smothered children (“The Lothian Street Horror”) and maggot-infested corpses (“The Body in Dean Village”), but on the whole had been spared involvement with the city’s most gruesome investigations. And this was the reason “The Murderer from the Mews” carried such enormous personal significance.

Groves had been at the forefront of nearly three thousand cases in over twenty years, but in all that time he had toiled in the consuming shadow of Chief Inspector Stuart Smith, a man famed throughout the kingdom for a near-perfect correlation between investigation and conviction. By virtue of his authority and experience Smith secured nearly all the cases involving capital offenses and the sensitive realms of Society, leaving Groves to concentrate on hucksters, thimblers, drunks, Jezebels, shoplifters, and other pests—a thankless task he performed with inordinate pride. Singular in the force for his literal interpretation of the first oath—“He must devote all his time & attention to the service”—there was nary a petty criminal in Edinburgh who was not familiar with his overhanging brow and frostbitten dome, and had not seen him at some stage stalking the wynds, patrolling the streets, and nabbing suspects with a brusque clap on the shoulder and a stern pronouncement in the ear: “You cannot escape the hand of Groves.”

But Chief Inspector Smith was currently in London supervising the installation of his likeness in Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum, in a Chamber of Horrors tableau celebrating his arrest of “Silly” Sally Crombie, the Canongate poisoner hanged in Calton Jail ten years previously. The Evening News had dubbed him “Edinburgh’s First Man in Wax,” and later—when it was pointed out that Sir Walter Scott and David Hume, not to mention Burke and Hare, were already residents of the famous museum—simply “the Wax Man,” noting that it was a status he shared with Napoleon, Lord Nelson, and Henry VIII.

Groves, on the other hand, had invested his hopes for immortality entirely in the completion of his memoirs, begun some thirteen years earlier and augmented every evening with detailed notes relating to fresh cases. When each investigation was complete he would critically examine his ledger book notes, embellish those details not verifiable, add a moralizing flourish, and only then decide if it was worthy of transcription into his gilt-edged casebook entitled The Fearsome Knock of Inspector Groves; or, The Reminiscences of a Detective in the Modern Athens.

The book would of course not be complete until he had officially retired, and to this point had been perused by only one acquaintance: the late Piper McNab (“The Philosopher on the Corner”), the fully kilted bagpipes player whose accessible fund of gossip and wisdom—the man had been more a fixture of the streets than any patrolman—had earned him, in Groves’s view, the honor of being the first to run eyes across his much-considered words. McNab had registered admiration for the work but had observed, in the friendliest manner possible, that to ensure success the book would need to be “seasoned and garnished” with more of the “salacious and sensational” incidents without which the contemporary reader’s “lamentable attention span wanes and his voracious appetite for scandal goes unsated.” In effect what he was saying—and Groves was not so conceited that he could not see it—was that a record of shopliftings, forgeries, snowdroppings, and petty larcenies did not constitute the makings of a publishing milestone. “Blood lust,” the sage Piper offered, “is as much in the nostrils of the curate’s wife as it is in the muzzle of the Cowgate cur.”

I had arrived as usual at Central Office in the High Street when I was informed of this most grisly tragedy, he wrote. He had in fact been relishing the idea of performing an unsolicited tidy-up of the Wax Man’s appalling paperwork when a breathless constable had bolted in with the news: the Reverend Alexander Smeaton, Professor of Ecclesiastical Law at the University of Edinburgh, had been viciously murdered. A shiver immediately ran through Groves like a lightning strike. A leading figure of the city’s intellectual and theological communities cut down. No witnesses. No culprit apprehended. And now it was upon his rounded shoulders to apprehend the demon responsible. This was no longer the sort of case that he observed from the periphery; this was his very own investigation, and it was his duty to be decisive—he was aware the others were looking at him expectantly.

“I want a photographer,” he said. “Four constables to roam the area. A sheet, of course, and the hand ambulance. Notify Dr. Holland. And where the devil is Pringle?”

Dick Pringle was the Wax Man’s indefatigable young assistant, assigned to Groves for the duration of the Chief Inspector’s absence. It was a sensible yet in practice curious arrangement: Pringle was in awe of seniority, and Groves, for his part, was assiduously guarding his mystique for fear that the slightest flaw might unveil his vulnerability.

“Smeaton, sir, did you know him?” Pringle was sitting beside Groves in a racing cab, four constables clinging to the outside.

“There are few in the city I do not know,” Groves replied, though in fact he had little reason to associate with a divinity professor.

“He was none too popular at the University, they say.”

“They say the same about many at that institution,” Groves remarked, making a mental note to launch his investigation at the University as soon as possible.

They arrived in the New Town shortly after nine, minus one of the constables, who had fallen off swinging around the Mound, to find the murder scene closed off by local patrolmen.

No one had ever seen a body like it, and my first instruction once the photographer had attended to his duties, was to have it covered by a sheet, to protect the delicate sensibilities of the ladies in the district.

Belgrave Crescent was in an area of perfectly aligned terrace houses, strictly regulated shrubs, and mirrorlike gold plaques—home to famous surgeons, advocates, academy presidents, and “more knights than there were in Camelot.” Groves had always disliked the New Town for its self-reliant discipline and secretly enjoyed the idea that its immaculate streets had been soiled with blood.

The Professor was a man of habit, every morning he cut across Dean Bridge on his way to the morning office at St. Giles, the murderer was waiting for him at the end of the Crescent, lurking there in the mews opposite the Holy Trinity Chapel.

It seemed an eminently feasible speculation. But Groves’s search of the immediate area, as the professor’s body was shoveled into three oilskin sacks, turned up little: cart tracks in a shoulder of mud, loose straw, some hoofprints. The milkmaid who had discovered the corpse, drained by the various manifestations of shock, was interviewed and her details recorded. A deacon was interrogated as he scrubbed blood from the church facade with a soapy brush. The constables swept through the district to question residents. Groves and Pringle themselves headed off to face the family with a palpable sense of purpose. In nearly all the cases involving violence with which Groves had been associated (including “The Hawker’s Surprise,” “The Grief of the Bereaved,” and “Not Seen in the Stars”) the perpetrators were of the victim’s kin. He had even dared to pronounce as much to Pringle while raising the brass knocker to administer his fearsome knock: “Watch closely when I prod,” he said under his breath. “There’s likely some wound I’ll make bleed.”

RAT-TATTA-TATTA-TAT.

But Mrs. Smeaton was an inconsolable mess. Further, she had already been informed of the death—had identified the body, in fact, at the request of an enterprising constable (“Get the cove’s name” was all Groves said)—thwarting a proper assault. There were two children, one in Cornwall, the other on the Continent. The servants were accounted for. There were no other close relatives in Edinburgh, and the widow could not conceive of possible motives.

“You must know that your husband was not popular at the University?”

“Who…who said such a thing?” she asked indignantly, a handkerchief clasped to her face.

“It…has been said.”

“Lies!” she insisted, and the handkerchief bellied like a sail. “My husband was the most respected man in Edinburgh!” And she launched into such a sustained burst of sobbing that Groves saw no option but to retreat.

Once a Minister in the parish of Corstorphine, he lectured in Bible history and other church matters. Smeaton had written books on Agnosticism, Theism, and the history of the Holy Land to the time of Constantine. His class at the University was over a hundred strong, made up of budding ministers of the Scottish kirks, native and foreign, along with some older types—retired soldiers and advocates, mainly—who in their declining years had assumed an interest in matters theological. And to Groves every one of them was a suspect.

“He was intimidating in many respects, and marked with a corresponding appearance,” the Chancellor of the University admitted later in his gloomy office. “You’ve seen his face, of course?”

Groves did not want to admit that the face was in no state to be appraised for its characteristics. But he had certainly examined a portrait in the Smeaton home. “A man to be reckoned with,” he agreed suggestively.

“A man of strong views and little hesitation. A challenging man, yes, but I would not say threatening.”

“Ah?” Groves offered a grin that might have been a smirk. “These lines are delicate, are they not?”

“I think you will find, Inspector,” the Chancellor said, “that most of his colleagues were stimulated by his manner. Provoked, yes, but these are men of intellect who secretly relish a sport, no matter how much they might deny it. I can certainly think of no one who might inflict physical damage upon him.”

“And yet his body now lies on a slab in the morgue.”

The Chancellor ignored the insinuation. “You’ve heard of Professor Whitty in Forensic Medicine, of course? The finest in his field. I suggest you allow him to examine the body closely.”

“You suggest that, do you? And how can I be certain that this man is trustworthy?”

The Chancellor frowned. “Whitty? Trustworthy? Clearly you don’t know the man.”

It was true, Groves knew Whitty only through his close association with the Wax Man, though in this alone he found sufficient reason for resentment. And the thought of the man now solving the mystery with one brilliant forensic flourish, and thus robbing Groves of his rightful glory, was decidedly unappealing. So he hastened on. “What of Smeaton’s students, then? Young men are prone to grudges and rash temperaments.”

“I think you might find these lads more devoted to prayer and reflection. They may not have loved Smeaton, or even liked him, but they respected him enormously, which you’ll see for yourself when you meet them.”

“And you?” Groves asked of the Chancellor pointedly as the two men departed the room. “What did you make of the man?”

The Chancellor paused to consider. “I think the University will be the poorer for his passing,” he managed, closing the door behind him.

The divinity students looked ashen when informed of the news. Groves asked each of them a few terse questions and Pringle took a list of names and addresses. The professors were called one by one to a vacant storeroom beside the Chancellor’s office, and—fortified by his contempt for such lettered eccentrics, who knew nothing of the real world—Groves passed much of the afternoon conducting curt interviews and meaningfully jotting notes.

There were a couple of these learned gentlemen, rivals no doubt, whose attitudes I did not like, they tried to look upset, but I knew Smeaton was not popular, and I could read on their brows the word “deceit.”

“Any ideas, Inspector?” Pringle asked later.

“Nothing I am willing to admit at this stage.”

The professor of forensic medicine—“Whitty by name and nature”—accompanied them in a carriage to the mortuary. “A body in three pieces…” he mused, shaking his head. “A case, it would appear, in which the body is as much a puzzle as the murder.”

Groves frowned at the inappropriate mood. “A grand thing, sir, that you look upon this business in such a way. I assure you that this is no game.”

“I can only pray,” said the good professor, “that the culprit shares that sentiment.”

The preliminary death certificate had been signed by the police doctor, subject to amendment, the manner of death listed simply as “decapitation by means unknown.” An unusual “expression of feeling” had been appended to the bottom of the sheet: “Most Curious.”

“That barely begins to describe it,” said Professor Whitty, once he had peeled back the sheet and examined the pieced-together corpse under hissing gaslight. He pointed at the compressed head. “Observe the mandible…the way it’s been all but forced through the upper jaw…the collapse of the septum…and the ragged character of the tears to the throat. It’s difficult to conceive of this as having been perpetrated by a normal man.”

“How so?” Groves asked through a tightened throat. There was the penetrating odor of carbolic disinfectant in the air.

“It’s as if the body were some sort of doll, made of rags and ceramic, picked up by a spiteful child, squeezed around the arms, bitten around the head…and torn simultaneously in three directions.”

“You’re not suggesting this was done by a child, sir?”

“Cum grano salis, Inspector. But still…the enormous power it would take…” Whitty tapped a pencil against his chin. “And acts of unusual strength are invariably linked to passions of exceptional magnitude…”

“A madman?”

“I’m not certain,” Whitty admitted. “The intensity of this hatred…I find it difficult to attribute this to a human being.”

“You’re saying it could have been an animal, then?”

“Did you find any evidence of an animal in the vicinity?”

“Only hoofprints.”

Whitty pursed his lips. “I was thinking more of a saber-toothed tiger.”

But Groves could not quite read his tone. “You can’t make any conclusions, is that it?”

“Not on a superficial examination, no, and to go further I’d need a warrant from the Fiscal. Though it seems to remind me of another recent case.” He glanced at Pringle. “You remember that man brought in last month?”

Pringle nodded. “The lighthouse keeper?”

“Aye. The way his face had been gouged from his skull?”

Groves interjected. “What man was this?”

“A case of Chief Inspector Smith’s,” Pringle told him. “You must remember, sir. The man walking his dog by Duddingston Loch?”

“He was a lighthouse keeper?”

“Retired.”

“A murder of profound savagery,” Whitty explained. “And like this requiring a formidable strength. As if a pitchfork had been inserted into the man’s head and the face wrenched free. A most curious business indeed.”

Later, returning to the High Street Central Office, Groves quizzed Pringle for further details. “I thought that particular investigation was closed.”

“For all intents and purposes it was,” Pringle agreed uneasily, “but it could be reopened at any moment.”

“So there was no perpetrator found?”

“Chief Inspector Smith called it a robbery-based homicide committed by persons unknown.”

“And was the victim in fact robbed?”

“There were no valuables on him.”

Groves thought about it. “He was a retired lighthouse keeper. Walking his dog. What sort of valuables would you expect to be on him?”

Pringle looked sheepish about his peripheral involvement. “There seemed no better explanation at the time, sir.”

Inwardly, Groves felt exhilarated. Not only had the exasperating Professor Whitty failed to discover anything with his postmortem examination, but now the mystery had deepened with a possible connection to a failed murder investigation conducted by his illustrious comrade Chief Inspector Smith. It was widely known that the Wax Man was unorthodox and self-serving—that he would do anything to preserve his sterling record and was far more interested in grieving widows than murdered men—but official disapproval was mitigated by his frequent glories. Now Groves had a chance not only to emulate the man but to embarrass him by revisiting a case prematurely retired.

In the Central Office he felt the eyes fixed on him—the expectation, the aspect of deference—and in response he seemed to grow a foot taller. When he was approached by Douglas Macleod of the Evening Dispatch he was generous with the details. The Dispatch was already running off a special edition with several news columns headed “Respected Professor Killed in New Town.” Ideally the case would provide headlines for a further week and culminate in the triumphant “Respected Inspector Arrests Killer.” But there was still, Groves admitted to himself, a lot of work to be done.

He filed an initial report for Sheriff Fleming, checked the student and teacher rolls against criminal reports, fielded a variety of unsolicited theories and offers for assistance (there was a woman who claimed to have dreamed the murder in precise detail; he told Pringle to send her away), and before he left for the evening he was summoned to the office of the pumpkin-faced Chief Constable. “A sinister business, Carus.”

“Aye.”

“A man of God struck down in one of our finest streets. The Fiscal will be keen for answers. Do you think you can handle it with no assistance?”

“I have Pringle.”

“Aye, I mean Chief Inspector Smith, though. He returns from London in a day or two.”

Groves bristled. “I think there might be other matters occupying our Wax Man.”

“That’s so,” the Chief Constable admitted. “I don’t believe Smith would wish to get involved in an investigation already begun.”

“If,” Groves said meaningfully, “the investigation did not really begin a month ago.”

But if the Chief Constable understood he gave no hint. “I wish you all the luck you are not able to make for yourself, then,” he finished, dispatching the Inspector with a rare expression of sympathy.

At the end of the day, Groves wrote presently, it became clear that The Murderer from the Mews was a mystery daunting the finest minds in the city, and I alone had the strength to commit myself wholly to its solution.

He withdrew his pen, blotted the ink, folded the ledger book, and slid it away under the desk lid, retrieving as he did the gilt-edged “official” casebook, holding it lovingly in his hands and wondering how soon he might enter the complete episode in its sacred pages. Groves came from a particularly large family—his father, a godless Aberdeen whaler, had spent just enough time ashore harpooning his mother to produce a formidable litter—but he was certainly the first of the brood to attempt such an ambitious chronicle, and in this he felt an almost paternal responsibility. He had no children of his own. He could not foresee any progeny. He lived with two of his seven sisters and was married more devotedly to his vocation than a Jesuit missionary.

He flipped to the opening page and read with pride his carefully worded dedication.

 

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED

TO THE CLERGY OF CRIME FIGHTING

THE DETECTIVES EXCELSIOR

THE ADMINISTRATORS OF JUSTICE

WITHOUT THESE MEN THERE WOULD BE

BARBARITY!!

 

How long he had agonized over the phrasing! The simple analogy to the clergy! And the word excelsior (the exact meaning of which still eluded him)! And how perfectly noble it now seemed!

He sighed with satisfaction, put the book away, pried himself from the tiny desk, and worked the numbness out of his limbs. He made his toilet, changed into his nightshirt, laid out his braided inspector’s tunic for the morning, loosed the curtain cords, and, to the sound of his sisters snoring musically in the adjoining room, slipped into his narrow bed with the excitement of a child awaiting Christmas.

In the darkness, sea mist kissed his windows and swept through the city like an Egyptian plague. Warm and tightly bound in his multitude of sheets and blankets, Groves was the victim of a roiled imagination, unable to rest for the feeling that the whole city was laid out before him waiting to be seized. He actually resented sleep, that it would disengage his conscious mind from more active service. And indeed, for all his overconfidence and childish excitement, he was about to venture down darker and more perplexing paths than any he had previously imagined.
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