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Glossary
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Afore—Before

Ain— Own. On ma ain. On my own.

Aye—Yes

Awfy/Awfa— Awful

Cannae—Can’t

Deid—Dead

Dae—Do. Dae ye dae that? (Do you do that?)

Dinnae—Don’t/do not

Disnae—Doesn’t

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)

Kilt—Scottish mode of dress, or slang for killed

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

Naebody—Nobody

Oor—Our

Summat—Something

Thocht—Thought

Edinburgh, 1936

Meat
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The man who calls himself White Face stands on the grass below the pantry window. Placing the wooden steps directly underneath, he climbs up and pulls away the wire mesh he’d cut open on his previous visit. The webbing peels back easily, allowing unrestricted access to the window. It’ll be a tight squeeze, but he’s no fat boy. Poking his arms into the opening, he wriggles, wormlike, until he's almost through. Then, as if in liquid form, pours himself, hands first onto the floor, tucking in his head and rolling into a ball. A ball of white powder, he thinks to himself.

Unfolding, he stands for a long moment, listening. The house is quiet, as it should be at this time of night. Slipping off his boots, he grasps the door handle, turns it and pushes gently. The hinge emits a creak not loud enough to wake a flea, but he’d prefer absolute silence. Pushing the door wide, he steps into the kitchen and pauses, taking in the range, the long table, the storage jars lining the workbench along the back wall. The room is dark, but he has excellent eyesight—perfect for jobs of this type. On one wall, someone has thoughtfully provided a rack to house every type of knife the average chef could ever desire. He takes a moment to study each one—cleaver, carver, fish knife... His eyes scan along the row to his favourite—the santoku knife. The discerning killer’s weapon of choice. Light enough to handle without placing undue pressure on the wrist, and with a cutting edge that could match a shark’s tooth. He imagines himself slicing meat, making precise cuts, trimming off fat, roasting a well-trimmed joint. Perhaps he’ll have time later. For now, he makes his choice and moves on.

By the front door, he listens to the dull ticking of the grandfather clock that stands at the foot of the stairs and recalls that every room in the house—apart from the kitchen—has at least one clock in it. Extravagant, he thinks, to be constantly reminded of the passage of time. 

Forcing himself to concentrate, he summons up a mental image of the plan of the house. Pointing to each of the four doors leading off the hallway, he mouths the words—living room, study, dining room, drawing room. Crossing the floor, he peers up the stairs. The window on the half-landing shows a view of the moon, giving off an exquisite silvery light, and bathing the staircase in an ethereal glow. It’s the sort of thing he could look at for hours, if there weren’t other, more important, things to do. The quality of the woodwork on the stairs is also admirable. Sliding one gloved hand along the banister, he sprawls across the rail, enjoys the feel of the wood against his face. He imagines how it might feel if he were naked. 

Straightening up, he waggles a finger in front of his own face. ‘Now, now,’ he mutters. ‘Let’s not allow ourselves to be distracted.’

Creeping up the stairs, he reaches the first-floor landing and takes another moment to admire the moon in the gilt-framed mirror that adorns one wall. White Face studies the reflection, notes the spectral sheen on his face, the otherworldly element it adds to his appearance. Moving on, he reaches the first of the bedrooms. Pausing again, he swivels his head to gaze up the stairwell to the top floor, where the maid’s room awaits. Recalling the plan, he licks his lips. First things first. He moves to the right and approaches the Master Bedroom. 

Pouring through the doorway like a roll of silk unfurling across the carpet, he captures the moment in his mind (so many images to cherish afterwards) and takes in the quality of the furnishings, the silk dressing gowns, the velvet slippers, the perfume bottles from Paris and Rome. Taking something from his breast pocket, he drapes it over one of the bottles, then pads round to the far side of the bed. Bending forwards, he stares at the open-mouthed master of the house. A sliver of drool trickles down the man’s face. Not an unattractive one, thinks White Face. Quite beautiful in its own way. 

The man’s wife snuffles in her sleep—the only sound in the room. White Face turns his attention back to the husband and pulls up the counterpane, covering the man’s arms, then kneels on the edge of the bed to keep it in place. Holding out one gloved hand in readiness, he lunges, pushing down on the man’s mouth and head, forcing it deeper into the pillow. The man’s eyes snap open, meeting the smiling gaze of the white-faced monstrosity above him. If a hand were not covering his mouth, he would surely scream, but he cannot. And it is only then, as the man’s staring eyes perceive the knife and grasp the reality of what is about to happen, that he jolts into life, scrabbling at the counterpane in an effort to free his hands and seize the weapon. But it is too late. The shining blade rips through his neck, slicing it wide.

White Face holds one blood-smeared hand over the mouth until the man’s futile exertions fade to nothing. 

Wiping the knife blade on the counterpane, he moves to the other side of the bed. You’d think her husband’s frantic squirming would’ve woken the wife. But no—still she sleeps. Placing a bloodied hand over her mouth, the man with the knife begins again.
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Back on the landing, he wraps his acquisitions in a silk scarf and places them on the floor. Closing his eyes, he breathes in the coppery tang of fresh blood. In these situations, it’s always useful to celebrate one’s achievements, he thinks, to acknowledge how far he has come and imagine how much he’ll enjoy this game of his. 

Admiring himself in the mirror, a heavy crease slides across his brow. He studies the pattern of blood smeared across his chest. He hadn’t expected there to be so much of the stuff, but it’s something he’ll get used to. 

Continuing up the stairs, he stands looking at the door of the maid’s room. This is what he’s been looking forward to. The prize of the household. Beautiful young flesh, ripe for... He chuckles to himself. Well, ripe for anything.

Turning the handle, he steps inside. 

A shaft of moonlight decorates the floorboards, illuminating one side of the single bed. Perplexed, White Face turns to the window. The curtains are open. He looks at the bed again, notes the sheets and blankets neatly folded on top of the mattress. 

The maid is not there.
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In the kitchen, he quivers with rage, the bloody carving knife almost falling from his grip as he strives to bring himself under control. How dare she not be there. How dare she ruin his plan and cast his meticulous designs to the floor. 

He takes in a long breath, holds it, breathes it out. No matter. He will have her yet.

Collecting his acquisitions, he returns to the pantry and retraces his steps out into the garden, retrieving his boots on the way. In the darkness beneath the window, he places the meat into the Gladstone bag he brought along for the purpose, then removes the white overalls, packs them in the bag, and changes into a jacket and trousers. Using a damp cloth and a mixture of oil and water, he removes the greasepaint. When he’s satisfied, he packs everything into the bag and exits the garden via the gate at the side of the house. 

Emerging onto Belford Place, he congratulates himself on the location—an end of terrace house, surrounded by trees and overlooked by no-one. What could be better? Heading back towards the orphan hospital, he comforts himself with the thought of the feast he’ll cook for breakfast.
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Thursday, Christmas Eve
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Finlay MacBeth pulls up at the kerb and switches off the engine. He pats the steering wheel. ‘Well done, old thing.’ 

Out of the car, he retrieves his overcoat from the back seat. Before he has a chance to unlock the front door of the house, it swings open.

‘Oh, here ye are at last.’ The landlady takes off her apron and folds it, all the while gazing at the car. ‘I’ve been watching for ye. Worried ye might’ve skidded off the road in the snow.’

‘No, but I did take it easy on the way back. So, what d’you think, Rhona? A good buy?’

‘It’s red. They’ll see ye coming in that.’

‘Who will?’

‘Everyone.’ She shakes her head. ‘Thought ye were away to get something inconspicuous.’

MacBeth makes a face. ‘They were all too expensive, so I’ve ended up with this. It is a Wolseley, though, which is what I wanted.’

Rhona slides a hand over the bonnet. ‘Hmm. Only two doors.’

He laughs. ‘How many d’you want?’

‘Aye, I suppose.’ She takes his overcoat and plants a kiss on his mouth. ‘Dinner’s nearly ready. Yon lad’s waiting to see ye. He’s in the back yard building a snowman.’ Rhona goes through to the kitchen and calls the boy inside.

In the front room, MacBeth settles into one of the armchairs by the fire, warming his hands. ‘I didn’t expect to see you today.’

Johnnie MacKenzie rubs his cold hands on his trousers and crosses to the table, helping himself to a slice of cake. ‘My Da said tae let ye know we’ll be here for dinner tomorrow.’

MacBeth nods, pleased that Johnnie has his appetite back. The events of the previous month had MacBeth worried he’d forced the lad into too many dangerous situations, any of which could’ve left him with psychological problems. But Johnnie shows no signs of damage, psychological or otherwise. ‘I’d offer to drive over and pick you up, but the car has only two seats.’

Johnnie wipes a hand across his mouth. ‘Car? What car?’

‘Take a look outside,’ says Rhona. 

The boy goes to the window. ‘Oh, wow. Ye’ve bought a car. That’s braw.’

Before MacBeth can respond, the lad runs to the door.

‘Ye realise ye’ll never get rid of him now, don’t ye?’ says Rhona.

MacBeth smiles. ‘That’s not a bad thing, is it?’

‘No, not at all.’ 

MacBeth crosses to the window and watches Johnnie bouncing up and down in the driver’s seat. ‘I subjected his parents to a terrible ordeal. If something had happened to him, I...’ He shrugs. 

Rhona wraps her arms around him, face pressed to his shoulder. ‘I know, I know.’

‘Anyone in?’ calls a voice from outside.

Rhona disentangles herself. ‘Who’s that?’ She goes to the door to find Inspector Callaghan hovering half in, half out of the house. Holding his hat in his hands, his face is pale. ‘Jeezus, Inspector. Ye look like ye’ve seen a ghost. Come away in.’

Callaghan follows her into the living room. He nods at MacBeth. ‘Sorry, Finlay. I ken this a bit of an imposition, it being Christmas and that, but...’ 

MacBeth waves him into a chair. ‘Not at all. What can I do for you?’

The policeman perches on the edge of the chair, as if unwilling to make himself comfortable. He grips the brim of his hat, turning it round in his hands. ‘There’s been a murder. Two, to be precise.’ He looks up at MacBeth. ‘Christ, it’s...’

MacBeth sits opposite. ‘Just tell me.’

‘Belford Place, up near the orphan hospital. A man and his wife. Killed in their bed, and...’ He stares into the fire, his face drawn. ‘I can hardly bear tae describe it.’ He takes a few deep breaths, then, ‘The killer cut them up, removed some of their...’ He glances at Rhona. ‘Aw jings. Mrs Blackie, it’d be better if ye were tae—’

‘I’m no going anywhere, Mister,’ snaps Rhona. ‘I’m nae timorous beastie, ye ken. Out with it.’

Callagan laughs, despite himself, but his face quickly resumes its former troubled complexion. He stares at the floor, the words pouring out of him. ‘There wis blood everywhere, soaked through in tae the mattress. The whole place reeking tae high heaven. The killer removed some of the internal organs—dinnae ask which ones—we’ll hae tae wait until the pathologist has done his thing, and both victims had their eyes pulled out.’ He pauses for breath, looks at the professor. ‘Never seen owt like it, Finlay, in all my days.’

MacBeth sits for a moment, looking at his hands. ‘You’d like me to take a look at the scene, would you?’

‘I ken it’s a lot tae ask, but this one is so fucking— Sorry Mrs Blackie. But it’s so fucking weird...’

‘What’s weird?’

They all turn to look at the open door. Johnnie waves a hand. ‘What’s weird?’

MacBeth gets to his feet. ‘I think it’s time for you to be getting home, lad. I have to go out. The inspector needs my help.’

‘Has there been a murder then?’ says the boy, his eyes lighting up.

‘It’s nothing for you to be concerned about,’ says MacBeth. ‘Go on. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ He glances at Callaghan. ‘Unless you think...’

‘No, no,’ says Callaghan. ‘Whatever happens today, I widnae be expecting ye tae be working on Christmas Day, Professor. I’m jist needing a couple of hours of yer time.’ He looks at Johnnie. ‘I’m sure we’ll need also your help at some point. But not today.’

Johnnie lets out a long sigh. ‘I’ll go, then. But I want tae hear all about it tomorrow, aye?’

MacBeth makes a face. ‘It’s not the sort of thing we’d be wanting to discuss over Christmas dinner, Johnnie.’

The boy pouts. ‘Fine.’ He leaves, slamming the front door behind him.

‘He’ll read about it soon enough anyway,’ says Callaghan. ‘We had reporters up at the house within minutes of the thing being called in.’

‘Who discovered the bodies?’ says MacBeth. 

‘The dead couple had a maid, name of Florence Casson. She found them this morning. Screamed the place down by all accounts. One of the neighbours ran over to the house tae see what wis the matter. He called us and for some reason I cannae fathom, the bloody prick also rang a journalist he kens from The Evening News. So, we had a couple of hacks up there trying tae get into the house before I’d even been inside the place myself.’ 

MacBeth makes to go into the hall to fetch his coat, but Rhona grabs his arm. 

‘Ye’re going nowhere til ye’ve had something to eat.’ She looks at the inspector. ‘You too.’

‘Not sure I’m up tae eating anything, tae be honest,’ says Callaghan. ‘I’ve already chucked my guts up once today.’

‘Even so,’ says Rhona. ‘I’m not having yous going out to a murder with empty stomachs. Knowing yous two, it’ll be midnight afore yous get back.’

MacBeth nods. ‘I’ll lay the table.’
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Five police cars are lined up along Belford Place, while several constables are busy knocking on doors and interviewing neighbours. Others stand around chatting in small groups outside the house. It seems as if half the Edinburgh police force have come out for a look.

MacBeth parks the Wolseley E6 behind Callaghan’s car and climbs out. He turns in a full circle, his gaze taking in the various individuals who make up the police presence. A handful of nosy neighbours from the next street, and two or three others who’ve also no doubt heard about the murders, are hanging around at the end of the lane.

‘What’re ye thinking?’ says Callaghan, at his side.

‘Murderers often return to the scene.’

Callaghan stares at the group of people lingering at the end of the road. ‘Ye think he might be one of them?’

‘If he is, he won’t be waving a flag saying, “I did it,” will he?’ MacBeth sighs. ‘Come on. Let’s get it over with.’

MacBeth follows Callaghan through the gap in the hedge and around to the side of the house.

‘This is how he got in.’ The policeman points to the wire mesh still hanging from the lower edge of the pantry window.  ‘Would hae tae be a skinny feller tae get through there.’

‘What makes you think it’s a man?’ 

Callaghan’s mouth drops open. He blinks. ‘Ye’re surely not suggesting a lassie did this? We’re talking major mutilation, here, Finlay.’

MacBeth inclines his head. ‘Did you ever hear of Lizzie Borden?’

Callaghan rolls his eyes. ‘Aw, come on. That’s America ye’re talking about. This is Scotland. We dinnae dae things like that here.’

‘First time for everything, Inspector.’ MacBeth examines the mesh. ‘Whether male or female, they’d need a sharp knife to cut through this.’

‘Could’ve used a saw, ay?’

MacBeth shakes his head. ‘I don’t think so—a saw would’ve ripped through it, left jagged ends. Look here...’ He holds up the severed edge. ‘No, I think whoever did this—and bearing in mind what you say he did to the bodies—whoever did this knows about knives.’ 

‘Ye mean like a butcher?’

‘Or a surgeon.’

Callaghan closes his eyes for a moment. ‘Fuck’s sake. If we’re looking at a Jack the Ripper scenario, we’ve nae chance of catching him.’

MacBeth claps a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘I think the abilities of the police have progressed a little since those days.’

‘I bloody hope so.’

At the front of the house, they enter the hallway then Callaghan leads the way through the kitchen to look at the pantry.

‘Here.’ He points to the floor.

‘Footprints.’ MacBeth crouches, studying the marks. 

‘This feller obviously got in through the window, but there’s only these two prints—both together, like he wis stood tae attention. After this, they disappear.’

MacBeth nods. ‘I imagine he took his shoes off so the householders wouldn’t hear him clomping around.’

‘But why leave two perfectly clear prints for us tae find? We could make a pretty guid guess at his shoe size from these. The treads are well defined, too, and ye can even see the maker’s name. We could trace where he bought them.’

‘You’re assuming the prints are the same size as his feet,’ says MacBeth. ‘It suggests to me he isn’t worried they’ll lead back to him.’

Callaghan sighs. ‘Aye, go on, pour shite on my one and only clue.’

MacBeth straightens up. He turns his attention to the open window. ‘How did he know?’

‘How did he know what?’

‘About this. The pantry window isn’t visible from the road. In fact, I didn’t see it myself until we were behind the house. You’d have to be in the garden to see it.’

‘Must’ve snooped around first. Done a recce. And most big houses hae pantries. They’re usually here, on the north wall. Wouldn’t take a genius tae realise there’d be one at the back of the house.’

MacBeth nods. ‘Of course. But why this house? Why these people?’

A crease slides across Callaghan’s forehead. ‘Fucked if I know. The maid doesn’t think the feller nicked anything. Nothing obvious, anyway.’

‘Our man didn’t have theft in mind. He came here to commit murder. Except that killing them wasn’t the point of the exercise.’

‘It’d be pretty fuckin difficult tae remove body parts while they were still alive.’ Callaghan swallows hard. ‘Jeezus, the feller must be aff his heid.’ 

MacBeth takes a breath. ‘Well, no point putting this off any longer. Let’s have a look at the bedroom.’

In the hall, MacBeth pauses to study the portraits hanging opposite each other. ‘Ah. Mr and Mrs McDuff.’

‘Aye,’ says Callaghan. ‘Though they didnae look sae happy when I last saw them.’

On the staircase, MacBeth stops again.

Callaghan turns and peers at him. ‘What now?’

Reaching into his pocket, MacBeth takes out a magnifying glass. He studies the woodwork around the newel rail.

Callaghan laughs. ‘God’s sake, Finlay. Ye’re getting more like Sherlock bloody Holmes every day.’

MacBeth ignores the jibe. Peering intently, he reaches into his other pocket and takes out a pair of tweezers.

Callaghan can’t resist a sigh, but neither can he resist knowing what his friend has found. ‘Come on, then, what is it?’

Using the tweezers, MacBeth picks at something caught between the joint where the baluster meets the handrail. He tugs it free. Studying the strand of fabric through the magnifying glass, he nods. ‘Cotton. Gloves, perhaps? Could’ve been here for weeks, of course, but I don’t think so. I shall want to speak to the maid, if she’s up to it.’ Taking out his wallet, he slips the piece of material inside. Crouching again, he wipes a finger along the banister. 

‘What?’ says Callaghan.

The professor studies the sliver smeared across his finger. ‘Greasepaint, if I’m not mistaken.’

‘Fuck’s sake. Ye saying this bloke’s an actor, now?’

‘If he left this, I think it’s more likely part of his disguise. A mask, of sorts.’

‘Ye’re saying he painted this stuff on his face and then, what? Kissed the banister?’

MacBeth shrugs. ‘I know. It makes no sense. But we’re not dealing with someone who makes sense in any sphere of normality.’

In the bedroom, the windows are open. MacBeth stands by the door, taking in the scene. Then his eyes focus on the carpet. The thick pile might’ve shown up the tread of heavy boots but if the killer were barefoot, as seems to be the case, there’d likely be no marks. 

‘Who opened the windows?’

Callaghan nods to the constable standing by the door. ‘Reid?’

‘Aye, sir. I opened them cos of the smell.’

‘Were they locked before?’ says MacBeth.

Reid turns to the professor. ‘Yes, sir. Very stiff they were. I dinnae think they’d been touched for a long while.’

MacBeth crosses to the bed. ‘You didn’t think to leave the bodies in situ?’

‘In what?’ says Callaghan.

‘As they were. Might’ve been useful to see the victims as the killer left them.’

Callaghan grunts. ‘Photographer’s been in. He took dozens of photos. Ye can study them til yer heart’s content. But there wiz nae way I could leave those poor folk lying there, all hacked up.’

‘Of course.’ Placing a handkerchief over his mouth and nose, he peers at the bloodied sheets. ‘The blankets were thrown back like this, were they?’

‘They were,’ says Callaghan. ‘He’d hae tae pull them back so he could get at the bodies.’

MacBeth wanders around the room, looking at everything. ‘Has anyone touched these?’

Callaghan raises an eyebrow. ‘The perfumes and that? No. Why?’

‘Because I think our killer left a calling card.’ He points to one of the dozen or so containers gathered at the back of the table. An amber-coloured Art Deco style bottle has a small white label hanging from it, held by a length of gold thread. ‘It would be easy to miss, as indeed it has been.’ He glances at Callaghan. ‘I’m not blaming anyone—from a distance it could be part of the original packaging, the name of the manufacturer, perhaps.’

‘Shit. I looked at those myself. Didn’t notice a thing. Don’t touch it. We may be able to lift a fingerprint.’ He squats, staring at the small white card. ‘The White-Faced Revenger. What the fuck does that mean?’

‘It might confirm the use of greasepaint, for one thing,’ says MacBeth. ‘I doubt there’ll be any prints, not if he wore gloves. I don’t think this one is going to be easy, Inspector. He’s far too clever to get himself caught.’

Callaghan shakes his head. ‘He’ll make a mistake. They always do.’ But he doesn’t sound convinced. 
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Chapter Two
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In the drawing room, the sun brings much-needed warmth to the space. 

Callaghan has established that the discovery of her employers’ bodies put paid to the maid’s usual routine, including lighting the fires in the downstairs rooms. He smiles at her in an attempt to keep things light-hearted. ‘How often dae ye polish the woodwork on the stairs, Miss Casson? The banister, in particular.’

The maid, still wearing her uniform, dabs at her eyes with a hanky. ‘Every day, sir. Mrs McDuff insists on it. Used to, I mean. It’s so dreadful.’

MacBeth coughs. ‘I know this must be hard for you, but we have questions that require answers.’

‘I ken that, sir,’ she says, glancing at the man who apparently is some sort of professor. She sniffs. ‘I’ll dae ma best.’

‘Then I presume you polished the banister as usual yesterday, eh?’

‘Aye, sir. In the morning, as usual.’

MacBeth looks at Callaghan. ‘Then the cotton and the greasepaint had to be left by our man.’

‘Aye.’ Callaghan massages the twin frown lines above the bridge of his nose, his eyes closed. He blinks and stares at the notebook open on his lap. ‘Ye said something tae my constable about the bedroom at the top of the stairs. Am I right in thinking ye used tae sleep here, in the house?’

‘That’s right, sir. I got married last week, so I’ve moved in wi my husband.’ She reddens slightly and turns away. ‘I’m
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