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One of my cousins, long ago,

A little thing, the mirror said,

Was carried to a couch to show,

Whether a man was really dead.

JAMES THOMSON, ‘In the Room’

Leith Docks, Edinburgh, 1864

The man had been running for his life. A shaft of light from one of the creaking ships moored in the harbour caught his face like a lover’s hand and tilted it to the side as he came to a juddering halt in one of the narrow wynds; the stone passages that spread like broken veins from the main artery of the Old Docks.

Breath jagged in his throat, heart jumping as he listened. Nothing. Good. He had lost them.

The face was almost petulant, a drooping full lower lip somewhat redeemed by the bony hooked nose and flecked hazel eyes. He had lost his hat in the chase and his golden hair glinted treacherously like a beacon in the stray beam of light. It flopped over one eye in a manner some might describe as affectation but his wife thought most becoming. Like a true plantation owner. A shadow in the sugar cane.

A bitter smile crossed the man’s face. His name was Jonathen Sinclair. He was an officer in the Confederate Army and a measure out of his depth as a clandestine agent beyond the battlefield.

And his wife? She was far away. Lost in a dream.

The silence was profound; just the soft hissing of the rain, hardly audible, a saturating, insidious blanket of moisture that seeped into his very bones.

Melissa. Sweet Melissa. They had married with the approaching Civil War as best man. Since then, only snatched moments of marital bliss where the grim spread of death and blood did not stain her pretty dress nor lessen the desire that her husband must acquit himself a hero.

Her passion gripped and ringed him round … A wilful heat, a passionate certainty. The South must triumph.

But that was before Cemetery Ridge, and before the Alabama was sunk in Cherbourg breakwater with thousands howling on the shore as the ship went down. How many men swam under the sea that day? How many brave sailor boys? What songs were they singing?

Jonathen Sinclair realised – approaching midnight in the Leith docks, in a foreign land, in a damp, dank climate where the sun seemed to grudge each moment in the sky – that he was not a hero. Not by a long travail. He was capable of heroic deeds most certainly, but he could not hammer through the long pain. A real hero endures.

And when he dies, angels lead him to heaven where a white house stands upon the hill with a woman looking out the window. A farmer’s girl. Her face always the same. Loving and full of welcome. Waiting for him.

He almost burst out in a reflex of laughter but that small moment of release was strangled by a sound somewhere in the dark empty space that unrolled in all directions before him; one of which was out past the nudging ships and into the blank pitiless ocean.

Footsteps. Certain in pursuit. The fixed betrothed, coming for her ravaged bridegroom.

A sudden shriek on high and he clapped his hand over his own mouth to forestall startled response.

As if he had divided into two parts; one the grim guardian who had watched his own men, under the merciless hail of Union artillery, splinter into the sky, grey uniforms spouting red. And the other?

A young officer stands looking at himself in the mirror, slouch hat firmly upon his head, cord with acorn tassels stitched in place, travelling cape over his shoulders. A handsome dandy.

It was a seagull. No more. Damned bird. Screeching like a lost soul in the black sky above.

And the footsteps had stopped. Perhaps they had never existed. A figment of his guilty conscience.

Sinclair removed a hand from lips that had tasted forbidden fruits and puffed out a short breath.

He had learned the value of stillness, waiting in the reeds by the river to surprise a Union munitions column; arms so badly needed that they might justify the inglorious action about to be taken. Early morning, the sun new-risen, clouds like cotton, as if the world has just been born.


‘When I was young I us’d to wait

On Massa and hand him up his plate;

Pass down the bottle when he got dry,

And brush away de blue-tailed fly.’



Abe Lincoln’s favourite song they said. A minstrel song. A slave’s song. Of revenge.

A large horsefly with a blue-black belly had landed on the back of his hand where he gripped the revolver. It was searching out blood and stung through just as the ragged volley of shots rang out and the dark uniformed Union soldiers fell from their horses into the yellow waters.

His own soldier boys whooped and screamed as they waded out, bayonets fixed, knives in hand, to finish off the few survivors. The blade driven deep, cut and drown rather than waste a bullet, savages in threadbare Confederate grey; the war had turned them all into barbarians.

As they hauled the plunging horses with their precious cargo back towards the riverbank one of the floating bodies suddenly sprang to life and a terrified young Union soldier ran towards what he hoped might yet be safety amongst the long rushes, not seeing in his blind panic the still figure of the officer standing there.

Then he did. Halted. His mouth opened as if to say something in explanation before the back of his head exploded and he toppled to lie in the shallow water, fragments of bone and blood swirling forlornly around Sinclair’s muddy boots.

Corporal John Findhorn, who had fired the shot and would die of his wounds on the long retreat to Virginia after, like Sinclair, surviving the slaughter of Gettysburg, looked down at the corpse and shook his head. ‘That man should have stayed dead,’ he pronounced.

Findhorn, a Baptist from Arkansas, tended to the laconic. Sinclair found him a great relief. Most people, including himself, talked too damned much.

He sucked the back of his hand where the insect had drawn blood and spat it out to join the rusty streaks in the yellow water.

He and the corporal looked across and read death in the other’s eyes. Then Sinclair gazed up to where the sun burned with fierce indignation above in the powder blue sky.

The South had no base from which to build. Their only ironclad, the CSS Virginia, had been scuttled to prevent capture. No ships or guns; the Confederates could only steal or buy and the Union naval blockade was strangling them like an anaconda.

The blockade must be broken.

A sound jerked him back to the present. In front of his retreat, ships creaked quietly in the harbour like docile beasts of burden. Behind though. Surely he had not been outflanked? He turned slowly, hand sliding into the folds of a thick coat where his revolver had its resting place.

He had but three bullets remaining.

His eye caught a flicker of movement in the darkness. Low down. A crouched shape. Too small for a man, too large for an outcast dog.

Sinclair lunged with his free hand, the other gripped to his gun, and his clawed fingers found purchase on hair. Human hair. He hauled up, backwards to the faint light and looked into the feral, terrified face of a young boy.

‘Don’t mark me, sir,’ the captive whimpered, face crunched up in pain. ‘I’m no’ harmful.’

‘What are you doing here, eh?’ Sinclair spoke softly and dragged the boy close by to muffle the exchange, only too aware that more dangerous foes might lurk in the shadows.

‘Where I sleep,’ replied the other with muted indignation. ‘A’ right for some.’

This pallid show of gumption brought a brief smile to Sinclair’s lips.

He chose his words carefully. The Scots valued consonants more than vowels at times and he had mitigated his accent accordingly.

Light and clear. Keep it so.

‘What is your name?’

‘Samuel Grant.’

‘Not Ulysses S.?’ he asked with a bitter smile, reminded of the Union General who was a thorn in the flesh of the South and had driven the Johnny Rebs from Tennessee to open a route through Atlanta into the heart of the Confederacy.

‘Ulysses?’The other screwed up his face at the unfamiliar name. ‘That’s foreign.’

Sinclair laughed softly and a glint of animal cunning showed in the boy’s eyes as if he thought there might be some advantage to be taken.

‘I’ve seen you, sir,’ he whispered.

‘Where?’

‘At the Happy Land.’

The man’s own eyes hardened. Lie down with dogs, you get up with fleas. It was indeed true that after dark the streets of Edinburgh and Glasgow were littered with the poverty-stricken discards of society but some were thieves, some were dishonest whores and many took the guise of helpless victim. And then struck.

Sinclair realised that his fingers were still entwined in the boy’s greasy hair. He spread and released them, then stood back a little to fish in his pocket, producing a coin held up before him. Forbidden fruits.

‘How would you like to earn this?’ he whispered.

‘Whit do I have to do?’

‘Close your eyes – and open your mouth.’

A look of sullen resignation came over Samuel’s face and he swallowed hard before performing as commanded.

Sinclair grasped him by the back of the neck then popped the coin in and jammed the jaws shut as the boy’s eyes shot open in surprise.

‘Now leave and forget me,’ said Sinclair, coldly. ‘Before I cut your throat and feed you to the buzzards.’

The coin was almost gulped down at this but then spat out into the hand and Samuel Grant fled silently into the darkness of the nether wynds as if the hounds of hell were on his trail.

Sinclair took his pocket watch from a high waistcoat pocket where it exchanged beats with his heart, and squinted in the faint light.

Quarter before midnight. His grandfather’s gold timepiece rarely lied.

Rendezvous was the hour itself. Now or never.

He took a deep breath, replaced the watch and sauntered out into the docks like a man without a care in the world.

It only took a dozen steps. Enough for him to observe the sailing ships close by with a few small steamers beyond not at all suitable for blockade running, not enough speed and backbone; the ladies he desired, iron-paddled, schooner-rigged, the Emily, the Charlotte, the Caroline, were already built or being so back in Glasgow.

But that city had become infested with Federal agents of the Union and so he must transact commerce where the power lay. Every lady has her price. And a respectable pimp to boot.

Brothers of the Gusset.

Edinburgh, He had spent a week here in sober negotiation and opposite pursuits. Now, it all must end.

While these thoughts ran through his mind, his senses had been preternaturally tuned to the surroundings. There was a dense, muffled quality to the air as if everything was held in suspension, but nothing behind. No footsteps.

He whistled a tune under his breath. Devil take the blue-tailed fly.

Then a figure detached itself from the shadows up ahead and stood directly in Sinclair’s path.

At least his equal in height, the face hidden, shrouded in a black oilskin cape which fell to ankle length; like a deadly shade the figure waited for a reckoning.

Sinclair had twisted and turned in vain; he knew both the identity and intention of his adversary.

A dull glint of metal showed as the man raised his arm to point directly at the target. Sinclair gazed down with regret at his own hand where all that glinted was a thin gold wedding ring; he would never get to his revolver in time and would die like a dog for a vanquished cause.

The South was doomed. And he was no kind of hero.

A dull explosion and then the bullet smashed into his body. Jonathen Sinclair fell back and then lay still, fair hair spilled over the one hidden eye.

No angels came to take him away to a house on the hill.

For him at least the war was over.
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Warped and woven there spun we

Arms and legs and flaming hair,

Like a whirlwind on the sea.

WILLIAM BELL SCOTT, ‘The Witch’s Ballad’

Leith, Edinburgh, 1882

James McLevy awoke with a snort of fear, hair standing on end as he shot bolt upright in his lumpy bed. Of late his dreams had been giving him hell and this was no exception.

Now was he truly out of the Land of Nod? As a policeman he would demand of his senses proof. Pain. Pain is a great indicator of the conscious state. A pin. A pin would be irrefutable, stuck into the back of the hand, but where do you find a pin in the pitch dark?

He scrabbled for a phosphorous match, struck it up and lit a squat dismal candle that had its place by his bed on a small rickety table. As the candle coughed its way towards a feeble luminosity, McLevy regarded the still burning match.

Caught yet by the wild fancy of the dream, what followed made perfect sense to him. He extended his thumb and wafted it over the flame. A howl of pain followed, the match was blown out, and the inspector then stuck the fleshly digit into his mouth to suck upon it like a distraught child.

A foul nightmare. Buried alive.

He had found himself in a cavernous long passage that wriggled ahead like a worm, having been led there by a female form that he might only observe from the back; the presence was shrouded in a long scarlet cloak with the hood pulled up as to obliterate all recognition.

How he’d got there he had no idea but it was surely connected to a previous fantastick episode where he’d been dancing naked round a fire; no, not naked, not him, he was in coat and low-brimmed bowler, in his heavy boots, the rest were naked or damned adjacent – female naked.

Was Jean Brash one of them? Surely not. She was a bawdy-hoose keeper with a fine taste in coffee, not one of these loose-lipped, loose-limbed wanton creatures capering round the flames. Their bosoms bounced with no regard for modest gravity and their rounded bellies heaved and shone through the draped shreds of discoloured linen that shook in ribald accompaniment to all this gallivantation.

The inspector should have arrested the sprawl where they pranced but what was he doing dancing in tune?

Then it was as if someone had drawn a curtain and the scene was blacked out.

And he was in the narrow tunnel, following the Red Figure – was it fatal? Had Edgar Allan Poe, a man McLevy found close to his own dark imagination, not penned The Masque of the Red Death?

The effigy did not look back and the passage became even more confined, with a glutinous creamy scum hanging from the curved walls.

This doesnae look good.

He remembered thinking that at the time and then the figure vanished from sight and he was left to stumble alone into the uncharted murky orifice insinuating onwards.

McLevy found himself upon his hands and knees, crawling like a Jerusalem traveller, the roof pressing down, the surface below a dismal brown claylike substance that clogged and sucked as he squelched forward. The creamy scum wasn’t much help either and some instinct told him that if any of that landed upon bare skin, it would scald a hole like hot fat through a stretched membrane.

His lungs were shuddering from lack of air as if a clawed hand were reaching through the wall of his chest and an impulse flashed into his head that he’d better get to hell out of this rat’s nest.

At the end of the passage was a small chink of light where an egg-shaped hole, too meagre for a man of his bulk to negotiate, indicated a possible source of succour. But how was he to squeeze through?

He jammed his arm and head in but that was as far as he could get, no chance of his big backside following suit and anyway he could now see that the beckoning light had its origin from a lantern held by the Red Figure, who had popped up into view once more.

She stood by a small jetty. A rowing boat was moored in the still night-blue water where a spectral oarsman, black garbed and hunched over, rested with his back to the proceedings.

Not a promising sight, but then his attention was usurped by the slender white hand emerging from the folds of the red cloak to move towards the hood that still obscured the figure’s countenance.

For once in his life Inspector James McLevy abandoned the consuming curiosity of his natural bent, because he knew in his bones that once he saw that face the game was over.

He reached down into the depths of his being, where all this turbulence was wreaking havoc, and wrenched himself up and out of it into a shocked salvation.

Witness him bolt upright, hair aghast, thumb wedged between his lips, with the beginnings of a snottery nose.

He removed the singed digit, wiped the seeping organ with the cuff of his crumpled nightshirt and swung out of bed, feet landing with a thump on the cold floorboards of his attic room.

McLevy flapped his nightshirt over bare calves to create a welcome draught of cold air coursing up and over his clammy skin, then took a deep breath.

He was still alive, conscious of crime before it even stirred in the womb of Iniquity, a renowned thief-taker in his own city, feared by lawbreakers high and low, prone to violence when necessary and sometimes just for the hell of it, a great drinker of coffee, a sharp splinter in the rump of authority. He had survived bullets, knives, strangulation by a servant of the Crown and a drug-crazed thuggee, drowning even though he could not swim a stroke, at least two lethal women and ten times that number of murderous bastard men – one of whom had tried to spatter out his brains with hobnailed boot and viciously executed downward stamp.

The inspector realised he was muttering all this to himself: the sign of a disorderly mind.

A charred and dented coffee pot of discoloured metal stood on a stone ledge beside the hearth, where the dead ashes of last night’s fire lay scattered. He picked it up, shook it gently to and fro with his head cocked to the one side, then poured out the thick sludgy brew into an equally discoloured cup and sifted the mixture through his teeth.

The liquid hit the pit of his stomach like a falling stone and almost at once provoked his bowels into subdued commotion, but it did the trick.

He was himself again. James McLevy. Inspector of police. A solid, save for the bowels, proposition.

With measured tread he retraced his steps to the bed and shoved his feet into a shapeless pair of old socks. This action he followed by solemnly donning a nightcap with a dangling wee toorie – a birthday gift courtesy of his landlady, Mrs MacPherson, who knew well the prevailing chills of her attic rooms – and then made his way towards the large draughty window, which overlooked his beloved Edinburgh.

En route he stopped to regard himself in a mildewed oval mirror, bought from a toothless female hawker in Leith Market who had obviously no interest in further vanity. The glass was laid at an angle against a pile of his literary and scientific books. It reflected McLevy in all his glory.

He saw a distorted version of Wee Willie Winkie.

A man of some bulk. Curiously dainty hands; the one holding the cup raised a pinkie in elegant acknowledgement of his own image. Sturdy enough calves, from being on the saunter so long in the streets of Leith, a barrel-shaped corpus tending to a wee bit too much heft round the stomach, the broad shoulders sloping deceptively.

And then the face. It was on top of the body. That much you could say for certain.

The light from the candle threw a fragile arc round the room that rimmed him at the neck so McLevy craned forward, peering down to confirm what he already knew.

White parchment skin, pitted and creviced, full lips with a curious pout like the ornamental fish of Jean Brash’s new garden pond in the Just Land, a slightly spread nose from keeking hard up against too many windows, tufts of salt-and-pepper hair sticking out from the nightcap, and, below a gloomy brow, the eyes. Slate-grey. Lupine. Not friendly.

Seen too much.

McLevy turned away abruptly. Like the hawker he had no use for further vanity but had bought the damned reflector because of a recent incident at the Leith station.

He had entered full of autumnal relish but became aware of sniggering amongst the morning shift of half-witted young constables. His own right-hand man, Constable Mulholland, hiding the amusement in his blue eyes, stooped down from a great height and informed the inspector that the dishcloth stuffed round the neck that morning to avoid the spilling content of a yolky egg at breakfast upon his whitish shirt, had failed to be removed and was hanging down his front like a dog’s tongue.

McLevy had lost face. To know that folk had laughed behind his back. A childhood memory of similar humiliation had surfaced. It cut him to the bone.

A gang of boys following him through the wynds, howling names, spittle and stones showering his back.

His mother had cut her throat, mad auld bitch. Jamie McLevy would be next. Mad for certain sure.

Thank God that Lieutenant Roach, his superior in rank if not in merit, had failed to witness the incident of the overlooked dishcloth.

Ergo the purchase. Every morning, before setting forth, McLevy surveyed his façade in the glass, before twisting over a shoulder to make also sure the back of his thick coat held no trace of a careless repast, or the inadvertent detritus of a solitary life.

This weakness angered him. Why should he give a damn how people thought or what he looked like? It was a recent personal tremor, a self-conscious frailty.

Why should he give a damn? But, he did.

He set his cup down on the spindly-legged table in front of the window, where he read and penned such thoughts as struck him worth the trouble into his diary, pulled back the faded brown curtains and gazed out over his city.

Auld Reekie. The sky was dark as would befit the time of year, trails of street lamps on the main thoroughfares paid homage to the correlated straight lines of planned logic but off all of this mathematical probity ran crooked wynds, narrow deviating slits of passage, and sly conniving side streets – his hunting ground.

The night was silent. But McLevy fancied he could hear the ticking of a thousand clocks, the sighs of a thousand sleepers; men, women and children all sharing the peaceful slumber denied to him.

So be it.

The city was like a huge beast, flanks heaving as it slept in the darkness, and McLevy felt his breath shift in rhythm to that deep motion.

A movement on the roof to the side and he caught from the corner of his eye a slinking form padding with swift sure steps on the oily slates.

Bathsheba. A cat that often visited but not now. She had something in her jaws. He focused his eyes; was that a tail hanging from her mouth?

McLevy’s long sight was exemplary, though from short up the edges blurred with increasing incidence; he tapped upon the window pane and the cat halted and turned, her yellow eyes gleaming in the sooty blackness of an Edinburgh night.

Aye. Right enough. It was a long tail. Even had a vestige of life, looping round with the cat’s swivelling turn of the head. But the rest of the body told a different story. Dead as a doornail, the jaws clamped shut around.

From the feline point of view Bathsheba observed a disembodied bulbous white shape gawking through the window, so she slipped behind a chimney stack to enjoy the fruits of her labour in peace.

A nearby church clock tolled out its verdict on the state of Scotland.

Four o’clock. A distance from dawn. The Witching Hour.

It might have been a trick of the light from the flickering street lamps but it struck the inspector that the holy spires sticking piously up into the sky to remind God that they were aye on parsimonious and pious duty, were listing somewhat to the side; slanted, as if some insidious force were magnetising them from the straight and upright.

However. It was only a trick of the light.

October had almost gone, the dark half of the year approaching. Halloween. The old legends had it that evil spirits were abroad and it were best to be in disguise lest they steal your very soul; but all good Christians would be well protected, buttressed by faith, wrapped tight by rectitude, sin-proofed to Satan’s three-pronged attack.

Only those with a spotted conscience need be concerned. The likes of James McLevy. Marked by madness. Or worse.

The inspector’s thoughts returned to his dream.

And what of these naked females, cavorting round the flames? Try as he might he could not recall their precise features, just a general impression of libidinous ecstasy.

McLevy realised that his feet were freezing, even in the woolly socks. There was no point in going back to bed, however, not with a troupe of sleekit females lurking under the covers. He let out a grunt of amusement at that notion but could not rid himself of a feeling of foreboding.

Who was the figure in the red cloak and why did she put such fear into his heart?

Perhaps he might coax some flame from the ashes with judicious blowing plus a few tinder stalks, then a wee bit of coal, and rustle up another pot of coffee?

Yet he did not move from the window.

Perhaps they were all uncanny wraiths from the primitive depths of vanquished time, to be dismissed or at the very least taken into custody.

Naked as sin.

Just as well he’d had his hat and overcoat on.

Yet what was he doing dancing in tune?
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I could not get the ring without the finger.

THOMAS MIDDLETON, Master-Constable

To see the two women in the Princes Street tearoom, it would never have occurred to the ignorant or unwary that they might have in mind a desire to rend tooth and nail the flesh that held the opposite’s very skeleton in place.

One was unassuming in her dress, respectable and neat as a maiden aunt, frills forbidden, small-boned and dowdy almost, a heart-shaped face, tiny almost claw-like hands, the nails a little longer than custom might prefer. Her eyes – dark, beady, like a restless bird’s – darted here and there under the lowered lids.

Her nose was narrow, as if it had been sucked by some inner force to press up against the cartilage in order to accentuate the cheekbones on each side. The mouth in contrast was wide, small milky teeth lurking behind wet lips as she sipped the scented tea.

The other was dressed in the height of fashion; a gown of vivid aquamarine brought out the colour of her green eyes and the red hair, swept up save for some cunning tendrils that had escaped to call attention to the contours of her neck, contrasted with the porcelain skin of her face. A mocking twist to the lush, slightly parted lips below a delicate nose completed the picture.

A pretty female, perhaps a little empty-headed even, the observer might have concluded. Flighty. Not like the sober wee soul opposite.

Both women had taken great care in how they would present themselves one to the other.

The bird of paradise and the sparrow.

Neither, of course, might be what she seemed.

Deadly rivals they most certainly were.

The dowdy woman was known only as the Countess and the vision in aquamarine, Jean Brash.

They shared the same profession, that of a bawdy-hoose keeper.

While Edinburgh matrons discussed the relative merits of French cakes, mesmeric influence and petticoat tails, the Countess poured out more tea with a steady hand.

‘Darjeeling. I always find the fragrance so … soothing, don’t you?’ she remarked, in an accent that more than hinted at some passing acquaintance with the Balkans.

‘I’m more of a coffee hand,’ said Jean. ‘Black.’

‘You prefer stimulation?’

‘I like to keep busy. Welcome all comers.’

The Countess sighed as if this statement carried hidden undertones, which indeed it did.

‘I have asked you here, Jean Brash,’ she murmured, ‘so that we may not quarrel.’

The other took a sip of her coffee and made a face.

‘Bitter,’ she said. ‘I don’t like bitter.’

The older woman smiled in sympathy and then a look of concern came upon her face, as if she had just remembered something of vexation. She straightened up and her restless eyes became fixed on Jean.

‘You have taken two of my girls,’ she announced.

‘They came running.’

The Countess put the provocation of this statement down to the bitterness of the coffee.

‘One of them, Simone, ma petite demi-mondaine, she is highly skilled, supple to the double joint, and represents a large investment.’

‘I doubt she will return,’ Jean announced, looking into the cup as if it might improve the flavour somehow.

‘Why not, if I may make so bold?’

‘Simone told me pain had begun to outweigh pleasure in her … obligations.’

The Countess smiled in polite disagreement. ‘Pleasure begins when pain completes itself. Sometimes the Tiger needs a little … blood.’

‘I’ve seen the stripes,’ said Jean flatly.

Indeed, the girl, who obviously specialised in waiflike crushed-flower creatures – what Hannah Semple, the keeper of the keys of the Just Land, would call one o’ thae lily pads – had shown Jean the livid marks a certain ship-owner had quirted on her lower back and buttocks. There was an element of seduction in the display and Jean was reserving judgement on Simone, the French aye being a tricky proposition, but one thing was for sure – the skin did not lie.

‘Part of the profession,’ replied the Countess.

‘Not in my house. Not my girls. Justice for all.’

The older woman laughed as if genuinely amused, her eyes glittering with a sudden merriment.

‘But my dear Mistress Brash, your house is like a market place where everything is laid out like a flesher’s slab. In my hotel, the client may indulge himself in total privacy to the furthest extent of his wishes. I attract the most distinguished of men for that very reason.’

Jean had lost two judges, the aforementioned ship-owner and, at the last count, at least three High Churchmen to the Countess. All with money to burn. It rankled greatly. She had stuck to her principles but it still stung like hell.

Accordingly, she’d been delighted when the two magpies had flown over to the Just Land. And no-one was going to escape the consequences of comparing her immaculate bawdy-hoose to a flesher’s slab.

‘Simone tells me that a deal of your tigers are so old, they must bring medical support. And the reason they have to inflict pain is because they’re incapable of anything else.’

Stick that up your moth-eaten drawers, she thought.

The Countess carefully replaced her cup and tapped her nails on the rim of the saucer.

There was a sudden hush in the tea house as the door swung open and a tall elegant young woman slipped in, accompanied by a large imposing man who sported a curling moustache of splendid proportion and whose dark magnetic eyes swept over the assembled matrons, pausing fractionally to register Jean’s cool gaze before sweeping on.

The woman had the bleached, almost translucent quality of someone who rarely saw the light of day, her eyes lidded as if the brightness of assorted bone china and white tablecloths were blinding her where she stood.

The man seated her with a courtly gesture, removing his soft wide-brimmed felt hat, which sported a small dark green feather in the band. This action revealed a shock of black unruly hair, carrying more length than fashion would dictate, a lion’s mane.

He shook it from side to side as if revelling in the attention the pair were attracting from all quarters. When he smiled, his teeth were large and white, a picture of health.

The woman’s own hair was ash blonde, lint white, as the Scots might say, neatly swept under a grey buckram hat with a small crown that perched equally neatly upon her head.

Her skin was pale, almost that of an albino, and when the eyes suddenly snapped open, they were of a dark violet hue, searing against the white skin.

For a moment the eyes rested on Jean and, despite herself, the bird of paradise flinched slightly in reaction.

Then the woman bent over the menu card, which listed a plethora of delectation for the Midlothian sweet of tooth, and the moment passed. The tea room breathed again, gossip recommenced, and the Countess leant forward so that her face was in close proximity.

There was a scent of cloves from her skin and for some reason it reminded Jean of the plague.

‘An exotic coupling.’ The Countess smiled, the small teeth tucked behind stretched lips. ‘Do you know them?’

‘Not personally,’ replied Jean wrinkling her nose.

‘Sophia Adler and Magnus Bannerman. From the American shore. I have heard him speak. He is magnificent.’

‘What does he talk about?’

‘Events beyond the grave.’

‘I leave that to the minister. Reverend Snoddy. He’s awfy severe on the sinful.’

The Countess smiled once more with a hint of condescension and Jean wondered if the woman believed the one before her to be as simple and shallow as presented; that would be more than useful.

Of course she well knew that the couple had been doing the rounds of high society in Edinburgh, Magnus Bannerman preaching the possibilities of an ‘Unseen World’ and Sophia Adler a trumpeted conduit to the same. They had not as of yet seen fit to visit their talents upon the Just Land.

Perhaps the incorporeal nature of their calling was incompatible with a bawdy-hoose but Mister Bannerman seemed certainly to be a man of parts.

She would place him about forty-five years but in prime condition. A fine specimen.

The Countess was now so close to her that Jean could discern a faint straggle of hair just below the thin nose as she spoke.

‘The woman is a sensitive. A bridge to the future.’

‘The future?’ Jean looked dubious. ‘I have enough mischief in the present.’

‘Indeed you do,’ said the Countess and the beady eyes found purchase, hooking into the green gaze opposite.

‘The French girl. I want her back.’

‘That is not possible.’

This uncompromising retort was accompanied by a dazzling smile and nod of the head as if they had reached an agreeable solution.

‘She’s settled in nicely and they’re all cosied up.’

‘Cosy?’

‘Her and Francine.’

‘Francine?’

‘She’s French as well. They’re











































































THE NEXT BOOK IN THE INSPECTOR McLEVY SERIES

Nor Will He Sleep

An Inspector McLevy Mystery

[image: Image Missing]

1887. The streets of Edinburgh seethe with anarchy as two gangs of students rival each other in wild exploits. After a pitched battle between them, an old woman is found savagely battered to death in Leith Harbour.

Enter the Thieftaker – Inspector Jame McLevy. With Constable Mulholland at his side, he scours the low dives of the waterfront and then sees the tendrils of the case spread to more respectable nooks and crannies.

When the inspector encounters Robert Louis Stevenson, author of Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, in the city to bury his deceased father, the two recognise each other as fellow travellers, observers of the dark side of human nature and both hopeless insomniacs.

Glimpses of the murderer indicate a slender, androgynous figure with a silver cane, which is used to lethal effect. A dancing killer not unlike Mr Edward Hyde.

READ THE FIRST CHAPTER NOW.


Chapter 1

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

Rousseau to James Boswell

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

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

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

But would she stay the course?

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

‘She has found her hero!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘She has such fripperies in abundance!’

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

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

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

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

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

Alan nodded judiciously.

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

‘And the White Devils will triumph –’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I saw ye.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Ye have no shame!’

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

Nature has no favourites.

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

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

The tiny form shook angrily.

‘A godless sinner!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 ‘Take your hands from me –’

‘You will wait my pleasure –’

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

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

‘Let me go!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mistress Agnes Carnegie had lodgings in Salamander Street, where the slaughterhouse welcomed most dumb animals to its bloody bosom; every night she walked the length of Leith Harbour safe in the arms of the Saviour, but this evening the inner conversation was informed with a certain malicious righteousness. Despite her damp posterior she considered she had won the joust with the crippled reprobate – had he not fled the battle? Scuttled away like a dirty wee rat?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally, her jaw dropped in recognition.

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

Words need air.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A seagull high above let out a screech.

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


Chapter 2

I’ve seen sae mony changefu’ years, 

On earth I am a stranger grown:

I wander in the ways of men,

Alike unknowing and unknown.

Robert Burns, Lament for James, Earl of Glencairn

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

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

Where was the wolf these days?

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

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

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

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

The heart.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His patient seemed unimpressed. Pettigrew clarified.

‘Death. Will strike you down.’

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

 ‘You are an undertaker by occupation?’

‘Of a kind.’

McLevy had volunteered nothing in terms of his job. ‘It causes you a measure of strain?’

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

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

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

‘My profession is my life.’

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

‘Do you sleep?’ he demanded.

‘Whit?’

‘With such caffeine ingestion – do you sleep?’

The inspector considered this.

‘But rarely,’ he replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Diary of James McLevy.

7th May, 1887.

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

The past wreaks vengeance on the present.

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

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

Lurking.

And another thing.

Why is it that iniquity reveals nothing in the visage?

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

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

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

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

Scars of body and soul.

A curious innocence in my heart yearns for redemption.

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

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

Oh to be young again. What a foolish thought.

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

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

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

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

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

What mask was he wearing?
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