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Glossary
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Afore—Before

Ain— Own. On ma ain. On my own.

Aye—Yes

Awfy/Awfa— Awful

Bevvy—A drink – beer etc

Bowkin—Awful, stinking, sick-making

Cannae—Can’t

Crivens—An exclamation of surprise

Deid—Dead

Dinnae—Don’t/do not

Feart—scared, afraid

Hae—Have. We widnae hae (We wouldn’t have)

Heid—Head

Isnae—isn’t

Jist—Just

Ken—Know. Aye, I ken him weel (Yes, I know him well)

Lavvy—Toilet

Ma—A term meaning either Mother, or more usually, my

Naebody—Nobody

Ony/Onythin—Any/anything

Oor—Our

Summat—Something

Tallboy—chest of drawers

Thrawn—stubborn, peevish

Toot—child/baby

Edinburgh, 1936

Beneath 
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It might be the cold that wakes him. It might be the smell. Either way, George Fox knows something isn’t right.

His eyes are open, he knows that. Is sure of it, in fact, despite the darkness. He takes in a breath and immediately coughs out the fetid air, his face twisting up in disgust. And that’s when the thing that isn’t right communicates Mr Fox’s newest reality to him in a sudden hammer blow. 

He is underground.

This thought alone is not enough to confirm his suspicions, for even as he accepts what being underground must mean, he cannot believe it. Concentrating, he forces himself to acknowledge his own body—his face, shoulders, arms, hands, legs, toes. All intact. But in this new reality surely he would not be able to move in the confined space? And he can, he tells himself, reaching a hand upwards—

‘Ow.’ He groans, rubbing the bruised knuckles. 

His breathing becomes rapid, and he is aware of an increasing heart rate—thump, thump, thumpity thump in his chest. It’s so loud he swears he can hear it, but that’s silly. Fear plays with him, throws ridiculous ideas into his head, makes him worry unnecessarily. He takes another breath, holds it, and lets it go. 

Raising his other hand, carefully this time, he feels it rise through the dank air. For a second, it seems he has made a mistake, that the dread of being boxed in is simply the remnants of a bad dream, and that any minute now he’ll awake in his own dear bed to find he has simply banged his hand on the bedside table, and won’t that be a laugh to tell his pals at the Joiners Arms?

But the raised hand meets resistance. George Fox pauses, runs his fingernails over the rough wood, then slides one digit across the grain, finding the edge where the lid meets the side. 

Sensing a scream begin to rise in his chest, he cuts himself off, grasping his own shirt collar and giving it a shake.

‘It’s a dream, lad,’ he says, ‘just a wee dream. Ony minute now...’

But now the truth cannot be avoided—whatever else he might want to tell himself, George Fox knows the box surrounding him will not magically open, will not reveal how those two arseholes, McLeish and Davidson, have taken him for a fool again, have somehow persuaded him—in a drunken stupor, perhaps—to lie down in one of Harvey MacDonald’s cheap coffins before they carry the thing into somebody’s garden and heap rubbish on top of it for a laugh. Aye, and what a laugh that will be when those two finally come back to let him out.

But this is not the truth, and George Fox knows it. 

And that is when George Fox begins to scream...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Stepping down from the train, he swings the bags forwards, allowing the momentum to carry him a few paces beyond the stream of passengers filing out of the carriage. Lowering his luggage to the platform, he moves his feet either side of the two suitcases and straightens up. The crowd will thin out in a minute or two, time enough to roll a cigarette and take a moment to himself. Glancing up at the station clock, he notes the 19.30 from St Pancras is on time. Arriving after dark is always his preferred option, as it allows him the opportunity to disembark at his destination relatively unnoticed. 

‘Carry yer bags, sir?’ says a voice at his elbow. 

Finlay MacBeth looks down at the urchin by his side. Perhaps ‘urchin’ is a little harsh—the boy’s face is clean though his clothing might be improved upon. ‘And what will you charge me for such a service?’ he says, giving the lad a smile.

‘Only thruppence,’ says the boy, grinning. ‘Bargain.’

Finlay digs into his coat pocket for the tobacco tin and removes the lid. ‘I suppose you’ll want a fag to go with it, eh?’ Looking up, he notices two more lads about the same age as this one carrying cases along the platform towards Waverley Bridge. 

‘Nah, I dinnae smoke, sir. My ma widnae like it.’

‘A wise woman,’ says MacBeth. He pulls a few strands of Golden Virginia onto a cigarette paper and rolls it between his fingers, then licks the gummed edge, taps the finished cigarette on the back of one hand and pops it between his lips. ‘You don’t know where I want to go. What makes you think it’s worth thruppence?’

The lad grins again. ‘So long as it’s no more than a mile...’

MacBeth closes the tobacco tin and slides it back into his pocket, this time extracting a box of Swan Vestas. Striking a match, he lights the roll-up and takes in a lungful of smoke. ‘Spittal Street.’ 

The lad rubs his chin and makes as if considering this. ‘Alright, mister.’ Grabbing at the cases, he slides them out from between MacBeth’s legs and gets a grip on the handles. Adjusting his posture, he wavers for a moment, the bags clearly heavier than he anticipated. 

‘Alright?’ says MacBeth.

‘Aye, right enough.’

The boy sets off, slowly at first, then increases his pace towards Waverley Bridge. MacBeth digs into his overcoat for the flat cap—not exactly a disguise but pulled down over his forehead, and in combination with the high collar of the herringbone-patterned overcoat he bought for the purpose, it’ll help him blend in with his fellow citizens. He follows the boy, gazing up at the high windows of the shops and houses on Market Street. The area has changed little since his last visit, and his sense of direction is a good as ever. On the bridge, he pauses, fastens his coat. It’s cold—even for November—and he half wishes he’d put off the new appointment for a few months. But it’s done now.

‘Dinnae mind if I slow down a bit on the hill, do ye, sir?’ says the boy. 

MacBeth takes a last drag on the cigarette and flicks it away, then puts a hand out, halting the boy’s progress. ‘Let me take one.’

‘Aw, no, sir, I can dae it fine.’

MacBeth grins. ‘Don’t fret, you’ll still get your money.’

‘Oh, well, if ye’re sure an that?’

They walk on, side by side.
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By the time they reach Spittal Street, the lad is gasping. He puts down the suitcase and leans forwards, hands on his knees. 

‘You sure you don’t smoke?’ says MacBeth.

‘No, never.’ He stands, chest out, hands at his sides again. ‘I’m fine, just a bit puffed.’ He looks around. ‘Which number is it?’

MacBeth nods to a house across the road. ‘There. Corner of Grindlay Street.’

The boy gazes up at the house. ‘Oh, aye. Nice place. That where ye live, eh?’

‘For the moment.’ MacBeth roots around in his pocket, produces a coin, and hands it over.

‘Sixpence? I havnae got change.’

‘That’s fine. You’ve earned it.’

The boy grins and they stand for a moment, looking at the house. 

‘Ye’re not from round here, are ye, sir?’ 

‘Born and raised. Well, not here, exactly, but in the city. I’ve been away.’

‘Oh. So, why did ye come back?’

‘On the subject of questions, what’s your name?’

‘Johnnie Mack. Short for MacKenzie. Will there be anything else I can dae for ye, sir?’

MacBeth turns to look up at the castle. He can’t see the whole structure from this point, but it’ll be a decent view from the top floor of the house. ‘Do you read, Johnnie?’

‘Course. Education is the way forwards.’

MacBeth chuckles. ‘Your father tells you that, does he?’

‘Aye.’ The boy drops his gaze. ‘Da’s no able tae work just now, so I’ve tae dae anything I can to help, see?’

MacBeth nods. ‘Perhaps I can put some work your way. Come and see me in the morning.’ He pauses. ‘Unless you’ve something more pressing to occupy yourself?’

‘I havnae. What time?’

‘Let’s say ten o’clock.’ Taking a small white card from his waistcoat pocket, he hands it over.

The lad peers at it. ‘Wow. Professor. That’s some title, eh?’ 

‘The address is wrong, of course, but you know where I am for now.’ He pats the boy on the shoulder. ‘And let’s drop the ‘professor’ bit, eh? Call me Finlay.’

‘Righto, Finlay.’ The boy grins again, shoves the card into his trouser pocket and sets off back towards Johnston Terrace.  

MacBeth steps to one side so he can peer down Grindlay Street, which shoots off from Spittal at right angles. There are people around, walking in twos and threes, on their way home after work, or heading for the nearest pub—just what you’d expect on a Friday night. MacBeth focuses on single men, watching where they go, how they behave. But no-one seems interested in the stranger with the suitcases. He feels a touch of anxiety. Perfectly natural. Nothing to worry about.

Picking up the cases, he walks across to the house. He raps on the door and steps back. Through the patterned glass in the upper section, a shape moves towards him. A moment later, the door swings open.

The woman is younger than he expected. Her red hair looks natural, rather than out of a bottle, and the lack of makeup on her face is refreshing. She unties her apron and folds it, pushing it away on some unseen shelf behind the door.  

‘This’ll be yerself, then, Professor MacBeth?’

MacBeth grimaces at the title. ‘It is, but please, call me Finlay.’

She sniffs. ‘I think it’s best if we keep things on a formal basis, Professor, if ye dinnae mind. I’ll respect yer position, and I hope ye’ll respect mine.’ She sniffs again. ‘Ye can call me Mrs Blackie.’ She moves aside. ‘Well, ye’d better come away in.’

MacBeth follows her into the passageway, nudging the blue door shut as he does so. ‘You’ve other lodgers here, Mrs Blackie?’ he says.

‘One other, but he’s away just now.’ She turns and starts up the stairs. 

Gazing upwards, he watches for a moment, notes the skirt swinging around her legs. Good legs, he muses, letting his mind wander. Then he grunts, as if rebuking himself. Mrs Blackie is correct in her desire to keep their relationship professional—it wouldn’t do to let things slide. Allowing anyone to see the real Professor Finlay MacBeth might lead to vulnerability, which in turn could lead to mistakes, and that won’t do. It won’t do at all.  He sets off after her, keeping his eyes on the stair carpet. 

The third step creaks as if in pain. He stops. Mrs Blackie glances over her shoulder.

‘Just the house saying hello.’ She gives him a sly wink then continues upwards. 

On the second floor, Mrs Blackie pauses. ‘The bathroom is along there,’ she says, pointing. ‘Shared, of course.’ She swings her hand round the newel post and starts up the last flight of stairs. 

MacBeth follows her to the top floor. He is panting a little. Putting down the cases outside the room, he waits for Mrs Blackie to unlock the door. 

‘These two rooms are yours,’ she says, indicating the next one along. ‘The back one has a view of the gardens. Thought ye might like it for yer bedroom.’ She reddens a little as if the mention of bed might be embarrassing. 

MacBeth glances at the narrow staircase leading up to the attic and wonders if the other lodger sleeps up there. Mrs Blackie coughs and gives him a look that says, I’m waiting. He coughs and steps into the front room. The space is well furnished with Art Deco-style chairs and a modern dining table. The fireplace looks older but has a tasteful tiled surround against a cast iron frame. 

‘This is lovely, Mrs Blackie,’ he says. ‘Would you...would you prefer me to eat my meals up here, or..?’

‘Whatever ye like, Professor. My other lodger comes downstairs for his meals, but as I’ve said, he’s away just now.’ She hands over the keys. ‘Those two are for the rooms and the big one is the front door key. I won’t have visitors in the house after ten o’clock, mind, and I’ll thank ye to keep reasonable hours and not to traipse mud into the house. Unless ye want to do the cleaning yerself.’ She nods. ‘Right. I’ll leave ye to unpack. I’m away to put the kettle on. If ye fancy a wee cuppa...’

‘That’d be lovely. Thank you, Mrs Blackie.’

She leaves. MacBeth unlocks the adjoining room. The view of the gardens is preferable to the one at the front of the house, and he guesses it’ll be a mite quieter. 

It takes him a few minutes to unpack his things—clothes, a few books, and of course, his beloved Remington. Placing the typewriter on the table, he pulls out a chair and tries it for size. It’s comfortable enough, though the table is slightly higher than he’d like for typing. 

In the bedroom, he hangs up his shirts and trousers and the two additional everyday suits. The new one—the dark brown wool three-piece he bought especially for the new post—will at least give the impression (if not the reality) of confidence and a touch of style. The broad shoulders and pinched waist suggest a sense of elegance—at least that’s what the man in the shop had told him. And of course, he doesn’t want anyone thinking the great Professor MacBeth is a shabby dresser. Making space in the narrow wardrobe for the three-piece, he notes the mark on the dark blue trousers he wore for the journey. Against the pinstriped pattern, the stain is hardly noticeable but given his habit of observing the weird and the curious, he can hardly expect others to do any less. Maybe it’d be better to throw the damn things away. 
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Downstairs, he hovers, one hand on the newel rail. There are three doors, one of which must be the kitchen.

‘Oh, ye’re there, are ye?’ says Mrs Blackie. ‘Come through. I’ve a fancy piece for ye.’

MacBeth isn’t sure what a ‘fancy piece’ is, but it sounds tasty. He follows her through into a long kitchen and stands for a moment gazing out of the window. The garden is well tended though a tree growing directly outside is a tad close to the window. As he watches, a rogue branch scrapes up the pane, making a chalk-on-blackboard screech.

‘Och, that thing needs pruning,’ says Mrs Blackie. ‘Maybe that’s something you could do for me, Professor?’ She grins. ‘I’m joshing with ye. I’ve a wee mannie comes in once a month to keep things tidy. I’ll get him to have a look at it.’

MacBeth nods, unsure what to say. He pulls out a chair, intending to sit.

‘No, no, Professor. I widnae have ye sitting in here. No, take these through if ye will.’ She indicates a plate of small cakes. ‘We’ll have them in the front room.’

She waves a hand, and he dutifully picks up the plate and walks towards the front of the house, pausing outside what he presumes must be the ‘front room’.

‘In here,’ says Mrs Blackie, pushing the door.

The room is lit by two standing lamps. It has a view of the street and the block of tenements opposite. MacBeth puts the plate on the table near the window and pulls out a chair. ‘Please.’

The landlady smiles and takes the seat. She waits for him to sit, then pours the tea into a pair of crimson patterned cups and saucers. The pattern is familiar and MacBeth wonders if they’re Royal Doulton, but he supposes—even if she possesses such luxuries—they wouldn’t be brought out for one of her lodgers. 

‘I’ll let ye pour yer own milk, Professor.’

‘Thank you,’ he says, picking up the matching milk jug. ‘But I’m sure you don’t do this for everyone, Mrs Blackie.’

‘There are things to discuss and I widnae want ye to be under any misapprehensions.’

MacBeth clears his throat and averts his eyes. ‘No, of course not.’ He waits for her to continue. When she doesn’t, he says, ‘Your other lodger is away just now, you say?’

‘Aye. Mr Lorimer is one of those travelling salesmen. He’s often only here at the weekends, and sometimes not even then.’

MacBeth sips his tea. Through the window, he sees a man leaning against the wall of one of the tenements opposite, face partially lit by a streetlamp. The man appears to be staring straight back at MacBeth. The professor blinks. It’s just some stranger waiting for his pal. Besides, the net curtains and the dim lighting would surely make any view vague at the very least. But the man’s gaze feels intrusive, even if the fellow can’t make out what he’s looking at. 

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ says Mrs Blackie, pushing her chair back. ‘Should’ve pulled the curtains afore bringing ye in here.’

‘It’s quite alright,’ says MacBeth. He moves to draw the curtains. As he does so, he takes another look at the stranger. There’s something familiar about him, something about his attire—the Fedora, the trench coat, the grinning mouth. Pulling the curtains closed, MacBeth puffs out a breath, fingers still clinging to the material like he’s afraid to let go.

‘Are you alright, Professor?’ says Mrs Blackie, leaning forwards. ‘Ye’ve gone a wee bit pale.’

‘It’s nothing,’ he says, returning to his chair. ‘I don’t like people watching me, that’s all.’

She laughs. ‘Ye’re a bonny looking man, Professor. Folk are bound to look at ye. Women, I mean.’ Then she blanches and waves a hand in front of her face. ‘Listen to me, prattling on. Wid ye like a wee cake?’
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The man in the trench coat allows himself a sneering smile. Billy Fagin hadn’t expected this to be so easy. Maybe MacBeth isn’t as clever as everyone believes. Well, that’s fine by me, he thinks, extracting a packet of Woodbines from his overcoat pocket. In any case, there’s plenty of time—in fact it might be wise to wait until MacBeth takes up his new position at the university. Let him rise a little in the eyes of the locals before making an approach. That way, the smug bastard will fall from a greater height.

Fagin lights the Woodbine and takes a long draw. The smoke hits the back of his throat and he retches, spitting out brown bile. He wipes a sleeve across his mouth and studies the cigarette. Might be time to give these things up for good. But then, where’s the pleasure in that?

He stands for another minute, watching MacBeth’s shadowy movements against the curtains, then he flicks the cigarette into the gutter and walks off along Grindlay Street.
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The boy watches from the corner as the man in the trench coat disappears. That the man followed them from Waverley Bridge is in no doubt, but why anyone would do that is a mystery. At least, it is to Johnnie Mack. He wonders if his new pal is aware he’s being followed. The professor is proper educated and dead clever for sure, but is he that clever? Johnnie recalls a recent story in The Hotspur, concerning the antics of Bill Sampson, a secret agent in the British Intelligence Corps. This is exactly the sort of thing Sampson would know about. But what would he do in this situation? Follow the stranger? Don’t follow him but tell the professor? Johnnie stands, chewing his lower lip. If he waits too long, the man will be gone. Only one thing for it...
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Billy Fagin crosses the cobbled street, hands in pockets, head hunched over. The meagre glow from streetlamps does little to illuminate his route. In the shadows between the lamps, passersby appear dark and mysterious. Fagin glances at a pub doorway where sounds of drunken revelry tumble out, echoing off the houses opposite.  He’d like to pop in and take a drink himself but there are things to deal with first. Quickening his pace, he turns right into Lothian Road. By the time he reaches St Cuthbert’s Kirkyard, the effects of his earlier cigarette return with a vengeance. Coming to a halt, he stands, wheezing. To his right, a gas lamp—strategically placed among the trees to cast spooky shadows over the graveyard—reminds him of his own mortality and what will happen if he comes out on the wrong side of this affair.

A hundred yards further on, he passes St John’s, turns right into Princes Street then left into Charlotte Square. Halfway along the pavement that runs alongside the lawned gardens that give the Square its name, he pauses. Turning, he peers back towards the main road. It’s quiet, no drunks or workmen wending their way home. And yet someone is there. Someone who doesn’t want to be seen. 

Staring into the pools of light cast by the streetlamps, he walks back towards Princes Street. A movement at the corner catches his eye and he stares hard. But whatever—whoever—it is, has vanished. Fagin continues to watch for a full minute before turning and resuming his journey. 

The Square is silent—no-one on the street, only a couple of Austin 7s parked at the kerb. Fagin peers in at each one, tries the doors but both are locked. The central garden area is bordered by a scattering of silver birch and sycamore, interspersed with well-trimmed hedges. They lend a peaceful feel to the place, thinks Fagin, though the shadows cast by streetlamps lessen the effect somewhat—if someone is watching him, the gardens would be the perfect place to hide. 

At the far corner, he veers left and crosses to the row of big houses that loom over the Square. This is where the posh bastards live, he thinks. If things turn out right, maybe Fagin himself might end up in a house like this. He laughs. But not in this lifetime.

Finding the house, he runs a hand over the bonnet of a dark green Jaguar—nice car. Another asset of those rich bastards. Turning his attention back to the house, he climbs the steps. Grasping the claw-like knocker, he gives it a sharp rap. The sound seems loud, and he takes a quick look across the gardens. The trees wave in the breeze, but if there is someone there, Fagin can’t see them. 

The creak of the front door brings him back to the task in hand. A bald man in a penguin suit stares down at him.

‘The tradesman’s entrance is at the rear,’ he says, pushing the door as if to close it. 

Fagin sticks a foot over the threshold. ‘I’m here to see Sir John.’ 

The butler—if that’s what he is—sniffs and lets out a sigh. ‘Very well. Who shall I say is calling?’

‘Tell him I’m a friend of Frankie McAllister.’

The butler frowns. ‘A friend, ye say? Wait here.’ He pushes the door almost shut. Fagin hears the man’s footsteps echoing away down the hall.

Several minutes pass before the butler returns. This time, he opens the door and jerks his head at Fagin to enter.

‘This way.’ 

Fagin closes the door behind himself and follows the bald man along the central hallway, down a few stairs, then into a narrow corridor and more stairs. Surely this must lead to the servants’ quarters, thinks Fagin, wondering if the name Sir John is a pseudonym for someone who’d rather not use their real name. But that doesn’t seem likely, particularly as Fagin has a strong suspicion that he already knows Sir John’s identity. 

Eventually, they reach a door near the rear of the house. The butler knocks and enters, holding the door almost shut while he speaks to whoever is inside. The door fully opens, and the butler nods for him to go in. 

Stepping through the doorway, Fagin becomes aware of a strong odour of cigar smoke, and it’s not from one of those twopenny-ha’penny cigars he occasionally favours. The room is small, containing only a couple of filing cabinets, a desk, and two chairs. The old man sitting behind the desk puffs out a cloud of smoke. 

‘So, you’re a friend of Frank McAllister’s, eh?’ His voice is deep and gravelly, no doubt a symptom of his cigar habit. Fagin wonders if the man coughs up brown bile. 

Pushing the door closed, he says, ‘Something like that.’

‘I’ve heard of McAllister, of course, but I’m at a loss as to why you think I might be interested in whatever you have to say.’

Fagin smiles. ‘And yet, here I am.’

The man known as Sir John nods slowly. ‘As you say...’

The two men stare at each other for a long moment, then Sir John stubs out the cigar and clasps his hands, resting them on the desk. 

‘McAllister is a villain, or used to be when he practiced his nefarious trade in our fair city. As far as I’m aware, he hasn’t ventured north
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