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       The wonder is always new that any sane man can be a sailor

       RALPH WALDO EMERSON

      

     

    

    Pregnant with violence, dark with menace, the squall slid over the northern horizon like the anger of a Nordic god.

    'That looks ugly,' Lauren nodded urgently toward the storm and nearly smiled at the expression on Kenny's face. 'I hope you don't get seasick!'

    'Where the hell did that come from?' Kenny clutched at the side of the boat, staring at the black clouds that piled one on another in a multi-layered promise of gales and rain. He saw lightning flicker within the darkness, reflecting from the intervening sea, and he narrowed thoughtful eyes. Around them the waves rose in a sullen swell, ominously smooth, nearly oily but each one larger than its predecessor. 'It wasn't there a moment ago!'

    Twenty two foot long and open save for the tiny wheelhouse in the bow, the fishing boat offered little protection against the weather. Already water was slopping inboard, splashing around their ankles in a cold foretaste of what was to come. In the past few minutes the movement increased from a slow, regular rise and fall to an irregular, plunging jerk.

    'It looks like a bad one,' Lauren only had to glance at the approaching storm one more time; 'I think we'd best return.'

    'You'll get no argument from me,' Kenny agreed quickly, 'and the sooner the better.' He began to pull in the fishing rods, staggering as a rogue wave broke on the stern.

    Grinning briefly, Lauren took the two steps forward to the tiny wheelhouse-cum-cabin. 'The North Sea can be like that; one minute all balmy fine, the next it's a force eight and chucking it down.'

    'I prefer the balmy bit,' Kenny clattered the long rods to the bottom of the boat. 'Look at that sky! It's going crazy!'

    The dark band had expanded across the entire horizon, completely obscuring the secure pencil of the Bell Rock Lighthouse and blotting out anything beyond. It advanced rapidly on them, bringing unseasonably stinging hail and a wind that screamed its hate around their ears. Lauren raised her voice above the increasing wail. 'You'd best come in here, Kenny.'

    He crouched in the meagre shelter of the wheelhouse as she pressed the self-starter. The engine coughed once, twice, gunned into life and then died with an apologetic grunt.

    'Try again,' Kenny ordered. He glanced over his shoulder, where the darkness was already spreading, advancing visibly toward them. Sleet battered from the fibreglass body of the boat, bounced in the interior and rattled from the roof of the wheelhouse. 'Hurry up, Lauren; it's a monsoon out there!'

    'It's something, anyway.' Lauren pressed the starter again, swearing frantically when the engine failed to respond. 'What the hell's wrong with this thing?'

    'You're the expert,' Kenny reminded, 'you tell me!' He looked backward again, flinching as the storm clouds visibly increased in size so they rose endlessly upward, black and grey, tinged with an angry red that he had seldom seen before and with those flashes of lightning illuminating an interior that seemed more ominous with each passing minute.

    Pushing past him, Lauren opened the access hatch and peered at the engine. 'I can't see anything wrong!' She shouted above the rising scream of the wind. 'Everything's connected and there's nothing broken.'

    Peering helplessly over her shoulder, Kenny shrugged. 'It all looks OK to me. Try again!'

    She did so, growing more frustrated with every failed attempt. 'It's no use,' she decided, 'it's buggered.' She looked at Kenny for a moment, flicking damp auburn hair from her eyes. 'We can either sit it out or call for help. They might send the Broughty Ferry lifeboat out for us.'

    'Do that then,' there was genuine fear in Kenny's voice. He looked around, where the waves were now rising higher than the top of the wheelhouse, spattering spindrift and hissing as they passed. The darkness was advancing at speed, rolling over the sea, blotting out the light, pressing down upon them as if intent to thrust them into the depths of the waves. He heard thunder growling, and then it cracked like Neptune's wrath, calling the horrors of Hades onto the helpless boat. 'Jesus! What's happening here?'

    'God knows; I've never seen anything like this before!' Lauren stared at the onrushing storm, wet hair clinging to her head, mouth slightly open and her eyes narrowed against the stinging sleet and spindrift. She knew that at any other time Kenny would have been distracted by the manner in which the sodden tee-shirt clung to her curves, but now the clouds mesmerised him.

    'Call them, Lauren, for Christ's sake!'

    'I've been sailing since I was eight,' Lauren spoke rapidly, glancing from the storm front to Kenny and back, 'and I've never called for help before. I checked that engine before we left!'

    'Just call,' Kenny pleaded. 'Look at the weather and call for help!'

    In the few moments since Lauren had been working on the engine, the dark clouds had closed, racing upon them with inexorable speed. The sleet and hail increased, hammering from the hull, clattering from the wheelhouse and battering into the clutching waves as if a malevolent sea god was hurling handfuls of hate.

    'For God's sake,' Lauren blasphemed as she lifted the handset, 'I've never seen it get so bad so quickly!' Depressing the buttons, she looked at Kenny over her shoulder. 'Nothing's happening!' She tried again, fighting to keep the panic from her voice. 'Nothing; it's dead,' she shook her head, mouth open. 'There's nothing at all, Kenny, not even static.'

    'There must be something …'

    'There's nothing, I told you!' Anxiety shortened Lauren's temper so she snarled at him. 'It's dead.' Taking a deep breath, 'we'll have to try a flare.'

    'You've got flares?'

    There were four in the plastic screw top tub, two red handheld flares and two orange handheld smoke flares.

    'They're for inshore use,' Lauren explained, so it's best to use them when we can see something definite, a ship or even the land.'

    Kenny examined one. 'How do they work?'

    'You wear that glove there' Lauren indicated a thick gardening glove, 'twist the top and hold it up; you have to be careful for falling bits; they'll burn your hand. The light can be seen for three miles.'

    'Go on, then!' He urged her.

    She fumbled the flare, nearly dropping it, but moved to the exposed stern, twisted off the cap and held it high. The light was shockingly intense, lasting for a little over half a minute, and when it died away they felt lonelier and more vulnerable than ever.

    They looked at each other as Lauren hugged the remaining flares to her like a mother with a new born baby. 'Please God somebody saw it!'

    'There are still three left,' Kenny pointed out.

    'We'll save them in case we see another vessel.' There was no colour in her face. 'Let's get back into the wheelhouse.'

    'Jesus,' Kenny stared toward the land, now invisible behind a screen of cloud and sleet. Their tiny boat was alone in a sea that heaved and boiled, shuddering under the onslaught of what was already a blizzard and promised to become much worse. 'What happens now?'

    Lauren took a deep breath. 'Now we pray, Kenny' she said quietly. 'Now we pray like we've never prayed before.' Ducking out of the wheelhouse she looked around, shook her head and returned with water sluicing from her face and her hair lying in lank tendrils that dripped down her slim shoulders. 'Although I doubt even that will help.'

    'I didn't know you were religious …' but when Kenny saw the expression of naked fear on her face he knew she had passed the point of disbelief. 'Oh Jesus: is it that bad?'

    She said nothing, slumping onto the single seat in front of the wheel and staring at him, so he huddled at her side. Her hand slid around his shoulder, holding tight and he slipped his fingers inside hers.

    'This was meant to be a fun trip,' Lauren's voice was surprisingly calm, 'just you and me alone for a while.' She was quiet for a long minute as the wind increased in volume and the darkness closed on them. 'I'm sorry, Kenny.'

    'It's hardly your fault.' Suddenly it did not matter. They were about to die out there on the sea, and all his fears and worries were irrelevant. Nothing was important save the wind and the sea and the small hand that gripped his fingers so securely. 'How long have we known each other?'

    'All our lives.' Lauren's voice was small, sounding as if it came from a long distance. 'Hold me tight.'

    The fishing boat was out of control, rising and swooping at the whim of waves that seemed to have no pattern, so one second they were staring over a maelstrom of screaming waves, with white froth stretching to the black clouds, the next they were deep in the chasm of the swell, facing a wall of shining green water marbled with creamy white.

    'Look.' Lauren pointed as they rose again, so the wind crashed into them, whipping the words from her mouth. 'Oh dear God, would you just look at that!'

    The cloud had reached them. Dark and unbelievably solid, it formed a barrier that stretched as far upward as they could see and stretched right around so they appeared to be in the vortex of a cyclone.

    'What the hell is happening here? This is Scotland, not Star Trek!' Kenny felt Lauren's hand crushing his fingers as she stared around her. 'I've never seen anything like this before.'

    'Nor have I.' the clouds were moving anti-clockwise in a slow, dizzying swirl that was almost hypnotic and would have been beautiful save for the utter menace they carried. 'Try the radio again.'

    Lauren did so, pressing buttons and turning dials in increasing panic. 'It's not working Kenny; nothing's working! What do we do now? What the hell do we do now?'

    She felt him looking at her as if he had never seen her before in his life. Five foot five and shapely, she had always been a livewire, full of energy he could only admire and zest he tried to emulate. Now she was wet, cold and frightened, with her hair plastered like a mesh across her face, her voice rising and her breathing short and shallow.

    'We think,' he told her.

    Lauren nodded, surprised how calm he sounded when she only wanted to scream and hide in the bottom of the boat. 'You're right. But first we should put on something warmer. Did you bring foul weather gear like I said?'

    Two zipped up bags in the locker contained bright orange weatherproof clothing that they slipped on over their sodden jeans and tee-shirts. 'Our body heat will soon warm us up in these,' Lauren was calmer now, using her nautical experience.

    'It suits you,' Kenny tried to grin, but even the sight of her wallowing in orange could not diminish his fear.

    'And you.' He was taller than her but surprisingly vulnerable out here, where she had more knowledge and skill. 'Kenny,' reaching forward, she touched his arm, pointing urgently into the middle of the clouds, 'would you look at that?'

    'What?' Kenny turned round and stared. 'What in God's name is it?'

    Looming through the darkness of the storm, it towered high above the tiny fishing boat. Eighty, ninety, a hundred feet high and three times as long, it gleamed white and blue, with a dark green band where it met the leaping waves.

    'It's like an iceberg,' Lauren felt her heart hammering inside her chest. 'But you don't get icebergs in the North Sea.'

    'You do now,' Kenny said quietly. 'And it's coming straight for us.' He looked at her, twisting his mouth into the semblance of a smile. 'Maybe we should start to pray even harder.'

    'Maybe we should.' With neither engine nor radio, Lauren could only watch as the iceberg emerged from the gloom of the clouds. She shook her head, hoping she was mistaken and it was only a trick of the light, but she knew that she was not. It closed inexorably, a mountain of ice, blue tinged and with the sea splintering along the green banded base, sending spindrift high above, to hover uncertainly before descending, joining the sleet that continued to cascade upon them.

    'It's going to hit us,' Lauren heard the false calm of hysteria in her voice. She tried to smile to Kenny, 'on your first ever fishing trip too.'

    Kenny pressed against the far side of the small boat as if the few feet of distance would save him. 'Maybe we can swim ashore? Or paddle? Do you have any oars?'

    She shook her head, surprised that she could appear so controlled when she wanted to scream in terror. The sea was leaping, with white frothed waves lunging at the boat as if determined to capsize them and drag them under. 'We wouldn't last a minute in that, and I've never had any need for oars before.'

    They could only watch as the iceberg approached, and instinct drove them together so they held hands as the monster towered above them, high as a four storey building, dangerous but strangely beautiful as the seawater poured from it like a succession of waterfalls and the darkness within became visible.

    Darkness within? What darkness was within an iceberg? Lauren shook her head. This was insane!

    'What the hell's that?' Kenny saw it too and pointed a quivering finger. 'There's something inside the ice.'

    'Does it matter?' But despite her words, Lauren looked again. She had not been mistaken; there was something large and dark encased by the ice, and even as she watched it became more visible. 'Jesus, Kenny, it's melting. The ice is melting!'

    She now saw that what she had taken to be rivulets of seawater was in reality melting ice pouring down the surface of the berg. After months or even years drifting from the Arctic pack, the iceberg was beginning to disintegrate, with great chunks cracking and falling and whole sections breaking off.

    'Watch out!' Lauren pulled Kenny aside as a massive chunk split apart and toppled into the sea, throwing water high into the air and sending a massive wave toward them. 'Hold on! For God's sake, Kenny, hold on!'

    Her superficial calm deserted her as the wave reached, hitting them broadside on and capsizing the light boat as if it were made of paper. Lauren heard herself scream, flailing her arms as she was tossed into water that was nearly as cold as the iceberg nearby; she had a glimpse of Kenny's face, mouth open in terror, and then she was under the surface, kicking, struggling and with the roaring of death in her ears.
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       Home is the sailor, home from the sea

       ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

      

     

    

    Jesus it's cold! I'm going to die; I'm going to die right now.

    'Don't panic!' Lauren strove to remember all the swimming lessons she had learned as a child, but reality in the North Sea was far different from anything imposed upon her within the safe confines of a swimming pool. She tried to scream, swallowing water by the mouthful until she heard somebody singing within her head. The sound was so sweet, so melodious that she stopped struggling to listen; the worst of her terror dissipated and she kicked feebly with her legs.

     
      
       
       When the lights are soft and low

       And the quiet shadows falling

      

     

    

    Surfacing in an explosion of water, she shook the clinging wet hair from her face and looked around, seeing only the troubled surface of the sea, a nightmare of broken waves and blowing spindrift. She gasped, gagged and spewed out seawater.

    'Kenny!'

    'Here! I'm here!'

    He was a few yards from her, his head bobbing in the water and one arm waving weakly. She kicked toward him, cursing the clumsy orange suit for slowing her down.

    'Lauren! Look at the berg!'

    In the few seconds since they were capsized, the iceberg had shrunk further, exposing the dark shape within.

    'It's a ship,' Kenny's voice was husky with fear, but live with amazement. 'There's an old fashioned sailing ship inside the ice!'

    Treading water desperately, Lauren nodded, 'so I see.'

    With every second, great sheets of ice melted away, exposing more of the vessel within the berg. As Lauren looked, two masts were exposed, stretching toward the troubled sky. Years, perhaps centuries of enclosure in the ice had stripped the spars of everything save the bare poles, so there were no yards, no rigging or anything else to provide propulsion power. It was as if hardship had reduced the vessel to a skeleton, with all surplus flesh or fittings peeled off, leaving only basic essentials. There was a single, pencil thin smokestack between the masts, and a bowsprit thrusting delicately forward from the black, worn hull, as if the vessel was pointing a hopeless finger outward to the sea. A single small boat sat upside down on the deck.

    'What in God's name …' Kenny shook his head. 'How did that get there?'

    'Who cares?' Lauren began to swim forward. 'Let's get on board!'

    He glanced at her, obviously not understanding until she jabbed vigorously toward the ship. 'Come on Kenny! It's either that or we'll drown out here!'

    'But it'll sink! There's no way it'll float!'

    'We have no choice!' Grabbing at his arm, she pushed him in the direction of what remained of the iceberg, from which the two- masted vessel was rapidly emerging, like a butterfly from a glistening chrysalis.

    They swam frantically, churning the already disturbed water, dodging the floating pieces of ice and trusting to fate or a benevolent God to help them avoid those that cascaded toward them. By the time they reached the vessel it was nearly free of ice, bucking to the rhythm of the storm but still floating, still offering a vestige of hope.

    Jesus, help us here; help us survive this day!

    'It's a miracle,' Lauren looked up at the black painted planking of her hull. Swimming with a powerful over arm stroke, she reached the stern, where the last remnants of ice offered a slippery foothold and access to the vessel.

    'It's sinister,' Kenny dragged himself onto the ice behind her, lying gasping for air as waves smashed in white and green fury within a hand span of his face. He coughed up seawater, drawing his knees up to his chest as he began to retch uncontrollably.

    Lauren was in no better shape, as her limbs began to tremble with delayed reaction. She vomited, bringing up a gush of burning fluid that racked her chest and seemed to tear her insides out.

    'For God's sake!'

    'We can't stay here,' Kenny drew his sodden sleeve over his face. 'At the rate the ice is melting, we'll be back in the water inside a minute.' He nodded to the ship. 'We'll have to go on board and just hope it's not rotted to hell.'

    'I don't know about rotted,' Lauren tried to stand on the ice, slithered and balanced precariously, her hands wavering as she held them out to the side, 'but she's certainly been on fire; look at the taffrail.' The paint on the vessel's stern was blistered, with the wood charred in places so the name was virtually undecipherable. Lauren slowly traced the letters. 'Lady Balgay; Dundee. I've never heard of her.'

    'Nor have I,' Kenny pulled himself over the taffrail and gingerly tested the deck planking. 'It seems sound enough,' he said. 'I thought I might fall right through.' He put out a hand to help Lauren on board.

    'Maybe the ice has helped preserve her,' Lauren joined him, looking around her with unconcealed interest. 'This is unbelievable; it's like a ghost ship, a Scottish Marie Celeste.'

    'A what?' Kenny looked confused.

    'Marie Celeste; she was found floating abandoned in mid Atlantic centuries ago and nobody knows what happened to her crew.'

    'Oh aye. I remember now.' Kenny moved forward, placing every foot down with great care. 'But now we're here, what do we do?'

    'We just stay put,' Lauren felt a sudden surge of confidence; she had escaped drowning, so nothing mattered as much. 'When this thing shows up on the radar, the coastguard will try to contact her, and within a week while there'll be somebody out here to ask questions.'

    'As long as she stays afloat that long.'

    Of course she will. Lauren did not voice the words that rose unbidden to her mind. 'We'll be fine now we're here. The squall's passing anyway.'

    The wind had died to nearly nothing, and in place of the screaming gale and murderous seas, a thick mist had settled around Lady Balgay, clinging to the hull and dragging from the skeletal masts in tendrils of ominous grey.

    'I don't like this,' Kenny glanced forward, where the mist coiled around the fittings, creating a hundred spectral shapes that moved and writhed and shifted uneasily along the deck. 'It's uncanny.'

    'It's all right,' Lauren smiled to him. 'I don't know why, but I know we're safe here. I think we should explore.'

    'I don't agree.' Kenny slumped against the solid wood of the mizzen mast, glancing at the binnacle. The glass was smashed and the compass needle pointed permanently south east. 'I think we should stay right here.'

    Lauren shrugged; 'you do that, then. I'm going to have a look round.'

    The desire was overwhelming, compelling her to investigate, forcing her to examine this vessel that had emerged from an iceberg in the middle of a North Sea squall.

    I have to see more: it's safe; she's looking after me.

    Who is looking after me?

    Kenny sighed. 'I'll come too, then. It might be warmer than sitting here freezing my arse off.'

    'And that would be a waste,' Lauren deliberately angled her eyes towards his bottom, 'it's such a nice arse, too.'

    'What? Have you been taking something?'

    She laughed at his embarrassment. 'Don't pretend you're shy; we know each other well enough now!'

    'I think you should go first,' keeping a safe distance, Kenny followed as she explored the vessel.

    Save for the charring at the stern, the deck of Lady Balgay was sound, although slippery after years trapped in ice. Lauren led them forward, pointing to a jagged scar under the bowsprit. 'That's interesting.' Where other visible sections of the vessel were painted black or held traces of yellow varnish, the bow was bare and raw with splintered wood weathered by years of exposure.

    'These look like axe marks,' Kenny touched the bare wood. 'But why would somebody take an axe to the bow of an old sailing ship like this?'

    'And then burn the stern?' Lauren grinned to him. 'It seems that we have boarded a real mystery ship.' She leaned closer, still shivering with the cold, but intrigued by Lady Balgay and driven by that suddenly renewed zest for life.

    Perhaps it's a reaction to having survived. I don't care; I know I must see what's in this vessel.

    'Who is this ship anyway, and how did she get stuck inside an iceberg? And even more importantly, how did she appear just a few miles off Scotland?' Questions raced through her mind, following one another so closely that they tripped over themselves in their rush to be answered.

    'God knows.' Kenny tried to control his shivering. 'Won't there be some records on board? A log book or something?'

    'Let's look,' Lauren decided for them both. 'After all, if she's survived this long, I doubt she'll sink now. And all we have to do is sit tight and wait to be rescued.'

    'Let's hope it's not long,' Kenny said. 'I'm freezing.' He forced a smile and began to whistle a sad little tune.

    'Where did you hear that?'

    'Hear what?' Kenny stared at her.

    'That tune?' It was the same tune that she had heard in the water. Frowning, she jabbed a sharp elbow into his ribs. 'Anyway, stop it. It'll bring bad luck.'

    'What?' He stared at her, 'what will bring bad luck?'

    'Whistling on a ship,' she smiled, slightly embarrassed. 'Or so I've heard, but I've no idea where that came from!'

    Kenny looked away. 'I think we should stay on deck,' he told her. 'We don't know how safe this ship is. If it crumbles, we'll be back in the water again.'

    Lauren looked over the side. The sea around Lady Balgay was artificially calm, as though some guardian angel had put down a blessing to protect them, or perhaps the storm was just gathering its strength for another and final assault. The cloud continued to circle, anti-clockwise and ominously dark.

    'This ship saved our lives,' Lauren reminded.

    'And it might take them back.' Kenny shuddered. 'It's not natural, Lauren. The iceberg should not have been here, and neither should this ship.'

    He's right; I should be scared but I'm not.

    'So let's make the most of it. Let's find the captain's cabin.'

    That's where he will be. That's where who will be? She shook her head; what was she thinking about?

    'Jesus!' Kenny stopped so suddenly that she started.

    'Kenny? Don't do that to me? What's wrong?'

    'Can't you see him? Can't you see somebody standing there?' Kenny stared; pointing to the mainmast, but quickly shook his head. 'No; it's just a shadow. For a second I could have sworn there was a man there.'

    'Now you're being stupid. What did he look like?'

    'Tall, but I could not see his face.' Kenny shrugged, dismissing the incident. 'It's just my imagination. There's no real mystery here, of course. We saw the scorch marks. This ship caught fire and the crew abandoned her.'

    'Maybe you're right,' Lauren thought it best not to mention the ship's boat that lay intact and hull up on deck.

    Lady Balgay was flush decked save for a small deckhouse, and while the forward hatch was covered and battened closed, the aft hatch cover opened far too easily to a short companionway leading down to the interior. Lauren looked into the depths for a moment, adjusting her eyes to the faint light that filtered from the hatch opening. The gloom should have been forbidding but she descended the oak treads with no hesitation and pulled open a door, so small that they both had to duck to enter.

    'That door opened very smoothly,' Kenny pointed out wonderingly, 'There's not even a trace of rust,'

    'Maybe the ice preserved it,'

    'Maybe it did.'

    The door led to a small passageway, cowering under low deck beams above, and with three doors, dimly seen. The first door also opened to Lauren's touch, and they peered inside. The cabin was tiny, barely more than a cupboard, but it held a single, mould riddled bunk and a sagging bookshelf complete with a row of books ruined with damp. Dim light struggled through a bolted porthole.

    'Imagine a man staying in a place like this for months on end,' Kenny stepped further inside, wrinkling his nose at the stench of damp. 'Look at that, though,' raising his hand, he touched a splintered hole in the varnished wood above the door. 'I would say that was a bullet hole.'

    'A bullet hole? Lauren was unimpressed as she looked closer. The hole was not large. 'Perhaps there was a mutiny.'

    'God knows. Is this the captain's cabin?'

    Lauren shrugged her shoulders, but somehow she knew the answer. 'No; it's not.' Leading them outside, she ignored the hatch that led to the dark bowels of the vessel and pushed open the second door. 'This looks more promising.'

    She stepped forward, uncertain what she would find but sure that she was safe. She stopped dead. 'Oh my God!'

    Sitting on the edge of the bed, the man was leaning forward, one hand pointing at the door, and the other resting on top of a flat, japanned tin case. Wide spaced above gaunt cheekbones on which sprouted a dark beard, his eyes stared sightlessly ahead, while the skin was taut on a fleshless face that had been dead for many decades.

    'Sweet Jesus in heaven,' Kenny said softly. 'Who the hell is that?'

    'It might be the captain,' Lauren stood for a minute, gazing at the corpse. That song she had heard in the sea returned, soothing sweetly around her head, strangely calming even as it augmented the atmosphere of infinite sadness in this small cabin.

    It's not the captain. It's Him.

    Her eyes roamed around the cabin, noting the single desk and the varnish peeling from the woodwork; instinctively she straightened the pile of papers. There was a bookshelf laden with sodden nautical volumes, a chart fixed to a small table and a bunk, neatly made except for the black mould that covered what had once been the covers. The smell of damp and decay was overpowering.

    'Welcome home, Captain.' Kenny said quietly. He touched the revolver that sat on the bed, half hidden beneath a fur of red rust. 'Here's the gun. Maybe he went mad and shot the rest of the crew.'

    'We'll never know by speculating,' Lauren felt a sense of infinite loss. 'Let's find the ship's papers. The log book might tell us.' She indicated the japanned case held by the dead man, 'and I think it will be in there.'

    Kenny recoiled. 'You can't touch that.'

    'Yes I can.' It was the first time in her life that Lauren had been in close contact with a corpse, but she felt no repugnance at all as she gently prised free the skeletal fingers. They parted easily, as if the dead man was glad to be free of the burden he had carried for so long, and she eased the case away.

    'I must look in here.'

    'Maybe it's full of gold.' Memories of childhood stories of treasure ships removed some of Kenny's distaste.

    'Maybe it is,' Lauren encouraged his fantasy as she turned the key that protruded from the lock. It moved easily, as if it were only a few days since it had been last used, rather than scores of years. Moving back to gain more space, she opened the lid. 'No pieces of eight or doubloons,' she said quietly, 'but something far more interesting.'

    Pulling out a thin pile of documents and a bound notebook, she placed them on the desk. 'These must be the captain's personal papers. There are a small sheaf of letters he must have written but been unable to post, and what looks like his journal.' She looked in the box again. 'There's no logbook though, which is disappointing.' She stared at the dead man, wondering what personal tragedy he had experienced, and how it had felt as he sat at his desk, the only man left in Lady Balgay, and what it had been like to die alone in an abandoned ship.

    Welcome home; welcome home at last.

    That music was back, syrupy smooth and insistent; the words indistinct but seeping into her mind. 'I think we should read the journal.'

    'The captain may object,' Kenny did not go near the dead man.

    'I don't think that's the captain.'

    Why did I say that? There was no reason except a gut feeling that was so strong, enhanced with a feeling of quiet desperation she knew came from the man in the chair, that she had no doubt she was correct.

    'Let's get away from here,' Kenny had retreated to the doorway. 'Get back on deck until the lifeboat comes.'

    'I must read this; he wants me to.' The statement came from nowhere, but Lauren would not be denied. Although she was still dripping wet she felt no discomfort as she scraped the captain's chair back from the desk and lowered herself carefully into it.

    'He wants you to?' Kenny stared at her. 'Listen to yourself, Lauren.'

    'You go on deck if you like. I'm fine here.'

    'With that? With him?' Kenny gestured to the dead man, who continued to point to the open door as if indicating something.

    Lauren glanced over her shoulder. 'He's harmless.'

    He wants me here.

    Brushing fragments of white shell from the surface of the desk, she put down the journal. The leather cover was brown and shiny, as if it had just come from the shelf of a quality stationery shop. She opened it, wondering what was inside.
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    My name is Iain Cosgrove, the journal began, and I shall transcribe in these pages a faithful and true account of everything that happened in our voyage from Dundee to the Greenland Sea. At present the sealing ketch Lady Balgay is fast to an iceberg, drifting but safe somewhere off the East Coast of Greenland and I am alone in the captain's cabin. I would wish it otherwise.

    As I write this, I shall endeavour to leave nothing out and add nothing. In other words, this account will be the plain, unvarnished truth as I see it. Please remember always that I am the surgeon of this damned vessel, and have only a vague understanding of anything nautical, so if I do not write the correct terms for the various manoeuvres that we have undertaken, please forgive me.

    As this journal describes my personal feelings and impressions as well as the fearful events that led to my present position, I had better begin the day before I set out to sea, the last day I was truly happy.

    I do not know if this journal will ever be found, or if my fate will be forever a mystery, but I hope and pray that someday a passing ship will see the topmasts of Lady Balgay and rescue me from my plight. If that vessel comes too late, and I have already joined my comrades in the blessed peace of death, then I would be obliged if you, the reader, could forward this account onto my beloved sweetheart and wife, Jennifer Cosgrove, care of Balgay House, West Ferry, Dundee.

    Until that day, or until the day of my release from this unremitting hell, I can give you only my love, Jennifer, and write this journal. I will begin with what transpired that beautiful afternoon of the 14th February 1914, while I was still on land and at your side.

    'Iain!' I heard Jennifer's voice rise in a mixture of scandal and pleasure. 'We can't act like that here. Think of the proprieties!'

    'Hang the proprieties, think of us, Mrs Cosgrove.' I kissed her again, laughing when she did not turn away. Her lips were soft and welcoming.

    'Say that again,' Jennifer eased free, smiling.

    'Say what again?' I enjoyed the pleasure that crossed her face.

    'You know what,' Jennifer's eyes crinkled to slits of brilliant blue. 'That name.'

    'Oh, that name.' I nodded. 'The Mrs Cosgrove name.'

    'Yes, say it again.'

    Stepping back to hold her at arm's length, I altered my tone and felt all the teasing disappear. 'I love you, Mrs Cosgrove.'

    Jennifer smiled to me, her eyes brilliant, but there was just a twist of unease in the corner of her mouth. 'Now you can kiss me,' she said, 'but then we must return to the house. People will talk.'

    'People will always talk about us,' I told her solemnly, 'for we are such interesting and important people.' I kissed her again, pressing luxuriously on to the softness of her lips, and held her close. I could feel the twin pressure of her breasts against my chest and thrilled to think that this was my wife, now and forever. Jennifer was mine; I gloried in the idea until a voice floated from the open French Windows a few yards behind us.

    'There they are! Out in the garden! Come on in and dance, you two lovebirds. There will be time enough for that sort of thing later.'

    'Will there?' Jennifer asked, and I adopted a sudden frown.

    'Perhaps. If you behave yourself.'

    'Well, Mr Cosgrove, I certainly don't intend to do that any longer!' Her throaty laugh tormented me with the promise of future passion until she took hold of my sleeve and I allowed her to lead me back inside the house.

    Balgay House never failed to impress me. Built to the design of Jennifer's father, it had stood in Dundee's exclusive West Ferry suburb for over twenty years as a splendid example of a Jute Baron's mansion. I had been brought up in much more modest surroundings and tried to hide my amazement at the grandeur of this palace, with its huge rooms and ornate plasterwork, its acres of garden and small army of staff to attend residents and guests. As I was now married to the daughter of the house, I knew I should be treated as a member of the family, but I could sense that the servants still resented my presence; they thought me an upstart mixing with my betters.

    Well, by God, I was here now and intended to make the most of it, whatever the hired help thought. If I was good enough for Jennifer, then I expected them to bow and scrape to me just as much. I shook my head; that was a complete lie; I felt nothing of the sort. My family home had run to one maid who had been as much part of the household as I was, and had considered it her right to scold me when I was a child. I would never get used to the sheer authority of the merchant class, and mostly I did not really want to.

    'Come on, slowcoach!' Jennifer pulled me into what she referred to as the great hall, which had been cleared ready for the post-marriage celebrations. A dozen musicians sat in a semi-circle, working furiously on violin and piano, bass and cymbals. The music floated like audible nectar, sweetening the air and lightening the feet as Jennifer dragged me across the floor of especially imported Burmese teak. Surrounding us with aesthetic treasure, oil paintings adorned each wall, all personally selected by Sir Melville.

    Moving smoothly across the floor, dinner-jacketed men waltzed with elegant ladies whose long dresses and sparkling jewellery revealed that here was the pride of Dundee society. Ship owners and merchant barons, linen manufacturers and landowners, this magnificent room contained the men who dominated the world jute trade, whose ships crossed the seas from Murmansk to Calcutta, and who enjoyed all the ease and society that hard earned wealth had brought them.

    'Iain, my boy!' Sir Melville Manson eased through the dancing crowd, his long cigar held in a languid hand but his eyes shrewd, as befitted one of the richest men in Scotland. 'Welcome to the family.'

    'Thank you, sir,' I accepted the outstretched hand and bowed out of habit. 'It is good to belong.'

    'But you're not here for long, though. You set sail on the first tide tomorrow, I believe?' The blue eyes narrowed in a frightening reflection of his daughter. 'For the North?'

    'Yes, sir.' In all the excitement of the wedding I had nearly forgotten the trials that waited. 'We must sail tomorrow, or we will be too late for the sealing.'

    'I understand,' Sir Melville nodded. 'Duty must come first; even before your marriage. Life can be hard sometimes.'

    'It is something that has to be done, sir. If I am to become the best doctor in Dundee, I must learn my trade, and where better than on a sealing ship? And in particular the sealing ship whose owner is my father in law.'

    'Yes, but Iain,' Jennifer's voice was disapproving, 'to sail so far, so soon after the wedding and in such a small boat!'

    I forced a laugh, as much for my sake as hers. 'Lady Balgay is not such a small boat, Jennifer. She is a ketch, and Captain Milne is an experienced mariner; he will take care of me, don't you fret.'

    You should not be going,'Jennifer objected. 'After all, it is not as if we need the money. Father will willingly provide for us.'

    'Of that I have no doubt,' I agreed, 'but I must make my own way, you see. I do not wish to constantly hold out my hand for your father's charity.'

    'It's hardly charity,' Jennifer began, but Sir Melville silenced her with a wave of his cheroot.

    'I understand exactly what Iain means, Jennifer. In this world, a man is not really a man unless he can make his own way.'

    I bowed my acknowledgement of Sir Melville's support. I was more than aware that the Manson family did not think me quite a good enough catch for their daughter, and there must have been fierce arguments before I was accepted into their midst. Knowing that I was of far inferior social standing to my wife made me even more determined to pay my own way without asking for financial help, and a voyage in a sealing vessel would provide valuable experience that any medical practise might welcome.

    'It's still a long time away from me,' Jennifer's slight pout revealed her lack of years. She was still a few weeks short of her twentieth birthday and all the lovelier for that.

    'I'm lucky to have the chance,' I told her frankly, 'considering that I have only just qualified and my sole previous voyage was on a mere yacht.'

    I had fully partaken of all the joys of Edinburgh while at the university and already I missed the high jinks of student life, but Dundee was my home. It was good to be back to the forests of chimneys and the whispering, ever changing Tay. There had been Cosgroves in this city for at least three centuries, and I had every hope of continuing the line: with the co-operation of my wife, of course. She caught my sideways glance and I knew by her sudden flush that she understood exactly what I was thinking.

    'Anyway,' Sir Melville added, 'there may not be many more opportunities to sail to the Arctic. The whaling business up there is long gone, and the sealing is virtually moribund. Lady Balgay is the last of her line.' He smiled sadly. 'We had to purchase her especially and change her name to something more suitable.' He leaned closer. 'We named her after Jennifer of course, the Lady of Balgay House.'

    'Yes, sir.' Somehow it was easier knowing that I would be sailing in a ship named after my new wife. That way we could never be far apart, even if distance separated us.

    'Just imagine though, Iain,' Sir Melville shook his head. 'In my youth there were fifteen, sixteen, even seventeen whaling ships, huge vessels, sailing from Dundee to chase the whales, and now there is just one small ketch hunting seals. You are part of history, sailing in the last Greenlandman.' Sir Melville smiled and for a moment his eyes darkened, as if he were reliving his own past life.

    'Yes, sir,' I tried to sound dutiful but I thought then that history should be left in the past, along with all the diseases and plagues for which we had long since found a cure. Life was about progress, not reminiscing about the good old days of cholera and foul sanitation. I was so young and naive then: I had not learned how history can turn full circle to bite horrifyingly at the present. If I had known, God, if I had known, I would never have put a foot on that terrible ship.

    'But you have only the one chance, Iain,' Sir Melville was still talking, 'for I have no intention of having my daughter live a solitary life. Yes, it is a man's duty to provide for his wife, but I have little time for absent husbands who spend all their life away, leaving their wives to fend for themselves at home.' His wink appeared ponderous, but there was no mistaking the sincere message behind the apparent jollity. 'One voyage to prove yourself and gain experience, and then it is a practice in town for you, my boy, dealing with old lady's fainting fits, old men's hernias and the consequences of young men's romantic misadventures.'

    'Father!' Jennifer looked as scandalised as only a young newlywed bride could.

    I thought it best to hide my smile. 'Indeed, sir. People will be far more likely to accept me as their doctor if they knew I had practical experience.'

    'I am quite aware of that.' For a moment Sir Melville looked testy, but his paternal smile chased away the mood. 'Captain Milne is a good man, Iain. Like Lady Balgay he is the last of a long line of Dundee whalers. A splendid mariner, as long as you keep him away from the bottle.' He laughed. 'But that won't be a problem. I've ensured that Lady Balgay is a dry ship. There is no alcohol among her stores.'

    'I am pleased to hear it, sir.' Growing up in Dundee, I had heard the tales of drunken Greenlandmen causing havoc among the bars of Dock Street, or under arrest in Shetland before they even entered the chilled waters of the Arctic. Their behaviour was notorious even among British seamen, a breed not renowned for sobriety and the singing of Sunday school psalms.

    'So that's one less worry, eh?' Sir Melville had a long pull at his cigar. 'Now, Jennifer, I intend to rob you of your husband for five short minutes.'

    'Oh father, must you?' Jennifer widened her eyes and tilted her face, but Sir Melville remained unmoved.

    'Come, my boy. Five minutes.'

    Shrugging my shoulders to Jennifer, I followed Sir Melville through the house to the gunroom, where, amidst racks of Purdey shotguns, boxes of cartridges and a selection of mounted antlers and other hunting trophies, a roll top desk gleamed beneath an electric globe. The room smelled of leather, tobacco and wet dog; I doubted if any woman had ever placed a dainty foot past the dark panelled door.

    'This is between men,' Sir Melville said quietly, 'so not a word to Jennifer. Understand?'

    'Of course, sir,' I agreed, instantly intrigued.

    'Good.' Unlocking the drawer of his desk, Sir Melville produced a revolver, which he weighed in his hand for a quiet moment before breaking it open and handing it to me. 'Take this with you, in case of unforeseen eventualities. One never knows what might happen at sea.'

    To say I was surprised would be to put it mildly. I took the thing and weighed it carefully; here was death packaged in functional steel. I had held a revolver before, of course, at the Officer's Training Corps at Dundee High School but I had never expected to carry one as a man. It felt cold but quite familiar and the butt fitted nicely inside my hand.

    'It's a Webley Fosberry,' Sir Melville was something of an expert in firearms, having hunted all his life.

    'Yes, sir.' I held the pistol before me, arm straight as I had been taught, and sighted on a pair of wildebeest antlers that hung on the far wall. It felt heavy and I could not imagine cold-bloodedly pointing it at a man and squeezing the trigger.

    'It has a .45 uncoated lead bullet, so it's got tremendous stopping power; the bullet spreads on contact. If you hit your target anywhere in his body, you are almost certain to kill him. These fancy automatic weapons…' Sir Melville shook his head. 'Fine for show, but they jam at the most inconvenient moments and their light, nickel plated bullets are useless in a tight situation. The Webley will work in any conditions and will never let you down.'

    'Do you think I will need it?' I listened to the musical whirr as I spun the chamber, and imagined the terrible wounds a soft lead bullet could cause to a human body. Automatically I wondered how to best treat a patient with such injuries and felt sudden repugnance; I was tempted to hand the thing back. Common sense told me that it would be unwise to alienate my father- in- law so I listened to his sage advice, nodding as if interested.

    'Keep it close by you,' Sir Melville was saying. 'The rule generally is, if you do need a weapon, you will need it badly. Aim to kill, Iain, whether it is a man or a polar bear, and don't bother with this nonsensical notion of only wounding. A wounded man is quite capable of putting a bullet or a knife in you. Save your own life and worry about the consequences later.'

    'Yes, sir;' I held the pistol clumsily, promising myself that it was going overboard the moment I stepped on board.

    'What am I thinking of?' Sudden good humour lightened Sir Melville's eyes and a smile softened the thin mouth. 'There's Jennifer waiting anxiously for you, and on your wedding day, too. You run along now, and I will put this with your things.' Sir Melville gave an indulgent smile. 'And Iain, take care of her, will you? Tonight of all nights?'

    Restraining my smile, I nodded gravely. 'I will, sir.'

    Sir Melville held my eye for an awkward moment as if to confirm my sincerity. I must have impressed him for he gave a final nod. 'Fine; good; off you go then, and when you get to the Arctic, you enjoy the experience.'

    Jennifer was sitting on a hard backed chair with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes focussed on the floor at her feet. She looked so demure that I was immediately suspicious, but she smiled when I entered. 'About time too, Mr Cosgrove. I suppose you have been receiving all sorts of paternalistic and manly advice?'

    'Some,' I agreed, leaning forward to put my mouth near her ear. 'I've to be gentle with you tonight.'

    'Well,' Jennifer gave a little humph sound that I had not heard before and put a possessive hand on my arm. 'Well, before you have any silly male notions, I will claim you for the evening. You are my husband, after all!'

    As the bandmaster announced a waltz, Jennifer gave a smile of satisfaction. 'Waltzes are my favourite,' she told me, dragging me on to the floor. Moving as close as convention allowed, she whispered. 'Come on, Iain; let's show everybody what to do. I won prizes for dancing, you know.'

    'I know,' I had studied the silver medals that were displayed in a glass case in the drawing room, directly beneath Sir Melville's Boer War decorations.

    The other guests watched, with one or two gently clapping as she guided me through the first dance. I allowed her to lead, for I was unsure how much she knew of my time in Edinburgh when I cut an amazing dash on the floor. Jennifer was my love and my wife, but a succession of other girls had taught me a great deal about dancing; and other things. I shook away the memories; that was the old me.

    Jennifer pressed closer so I could feel the heat of her body as the older ladies gazed fondly through their fans, recalling their own youth.

    'Do come back early from Greenland,' Jennifer insisted as I took charge and whirled her round unconventionally fast. 'I do hate that you have to leave.'

    'I shall return as soon as I can.' I could feel everybody watching, some critically, some with jealousy. Kate Davidson, the little blonde granddaughter of the famous whaling captain, was smiling slightly, her eyes hungry. I remembered her very well, from a time before Jennifer. Catching her eye on me, I thought I'd tease her a little and increased the pace so the musicians had to work harder and the other dancers followed.

    Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Kate incline her head slightly, allowing her eyes to roam down the length of my body as we passed, and with only a slight movement out of step she contrived to brush her hip lightly against the outside of my thigh as we glided purposefully together.

    That's enough of that, my girl, I decided, and leaned closer to my wife.

    'You're so dashing,' Jennifer sounded slightly out of breath, but there was delight in her face. 'I must be the happiest woman in the world.'

    'And I the luckiest man,' I led her in a great circle, manoeuvring our position carefully. Kate held my eye for a second, and I smiled at Jennifer. 'Kiss me,' I commanded and she looked suitably scandalised.

    'Not here!'

    'Why not? We're married now; it's allowed. Kiss me.'

    Glancing around the crowded room, Jennifer shook her head, so I bent down and touched my lips to her blushing cheek.

    'You're terrible,' Jennifer whispered.

    'Much worse than you realize,' I agreed. I knew that Kate was mentally devouring me and decided to give her a proper show. 'Kiss me again,' I ordered, and abruptly stopped dancing so Jennifer gave a little gasp.

    'Iain! No!'

    'Oh yes.' I kissed her full on the lips, feeling the thrill of her softness beneath me as she relented. She tasted sweet. 'Isn't that better?' I smiled directly into her eyes, seeing my image in her dilated blue pupils.

    'Much,' she agreed, and then frowned. 'But why have you stopped?'

    As I hesitated, open mouthed, Jennifer took the lead, placing her white-gloved hand on my cheek, opening her mouth under my own and shockingly teasing with her tongue until I pulled back.

    'There now,' the saucy wench smiled directly into my eyes, 'that will help you behave for a while, Mr Iain Cosgrove, and keep Kate Davidson thinking too!' She smiled archly, eyebrows raised. 'She's right behind you, Iain, watching avidly, and I know that she still likes you.' Jennifer raised her voice just loud enough to be heard above the band and the rhythmic beat of elegant feet on the polished teak floor. 'Well, you're mine now, and she'll just have to settle for second best.'

    'You little minx,' I said as my astonishment altered to pride and renewed affection chased away any lingering feelings for Kate Davidson. 'I do believe that you have me.'

    'I do believe that I do,' Jennifer's smile widened into a definite grin. 'So now,' the look she threw at Kate contained a mixture of triumph and complete satisfaction, 'shall we dance again? After all we are the stars of the evening, not just hopeful, or should I say, hopeless, admirers.'

    'You are the most amazing girl,' I told her truthfully, and she shook her head.

    'Woman, please, Iain. Katie Davidson is a girl, for girls are not married.'

    She was so obviously in charge of the situation that I could not help but laugh and would have hugged her close if she had not again began to dance, forcing me to concentrate on my steps or fall in a most undignified heap in front of all the invited guests.

    Jennifer felt the change in atmosphere a fraction before I did, and we both looked up as a blast of bitter air swept across the floor. She shivered and for a brief second I had a vision of the Arctic, with a flat plain of ice and a wind driving snow straight into my face. And then it was gone and instead I could see the dancers on the floor parting like the Red Sea before Moses, and Jennifer was pulling at my sleeve.

    'Iain: who is that woman?'
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    I knew immediately that she was not an invited guest, both by her appearance and her attitude. She had none of the wealth-fed grace of the elite, but possessed a more fundamental aura of self-awareness than I had ever seen before. The other dancers obviously knew she was an intruder and watching the expression on their faces might have been amusing if this woman had not interrupted our wedding. Some looked incredulous, others merely disapproving, but all shared disdain.

    I shook my head, 'she's not from my side of the family.'

    'Nor mine,' poor Jennifer sounded quite bemused.

    While everybody else was in evening dress, this woman might have stepped straight from a gypsy encampment, and she possibly had. She could not have been much over five feet tall, but she seemed to dominate the dance hall, while what was visible of her hair beneath a bright handkerchief was as black as her eyes as she peered at everybody in turn. The band stopped playing, the dancers stopped dancing and the noise dropped from a cheerful, bustling hum to a silence so intense it was almost intimidating.

    At last she faced me and I nearly shivered at the power behind those dark eyes.

    'You'll be Iain Cosgrove,' she said quietly, and I nodded, suddenly slightly uncomfortable.

    'It's you I have come for, then,' she transferred her gaze to Jennifer, 'and your bride.'

    I heard Jennifer's sudden in draw of breath and squeezed her hand.

    'Ah: Mrs Adams!' Sir Melville strode across the floor, hand outstretched in welcome. 'You are as unorthodox as ever, I see.'

    'Father: do you know this lady?' Trust Jennifer to keep sufficient good manners to refer to this bedraggled creature as a lady when all around her the true ladies with whisking back their skirts for fear of being contaminated by her presence. I warmed once more to my wife.

    'This is Mrs Adams,' Sir Melville introduced. He raised his voice so all his guests could hear. 'We have a tradition in our family that a new bride and groom should have their fortune told: your mother and I had ours told, as did my father and my grandfather. Mrs Adams is an expert in the art.'

    Jennifer looked at me and giggled as I suppressed my own smile and tried to look solemn. I had never like fairground conjuring, and to me, fortune telling was merely another obsolete superstition from a bygone age. I would play along if I had to, but I was a trained doctor, a man of science and reason.

    I had not learned: yet.

    'Come this way, please.' Sir Melville led us from the dance hall and upstairs to the library, with its shelves of splendid books and view over the night-dark Tay to Fife. As if by right, Mrs Adams took possession of the carved chair behind the central desk. Bright electric light shone upon her, but I do not recall seeing any shadows.

    'You may leave us, Sir Melville.' That was an order, not a request. Sir Melville obeyed gracefully, leaving us alone with the gypsy woman.

    Unsmiling, she beckoned Jennifer forward to the hard chair on the opposite side of the desk. 'Come here, my dear and give me your hand; we shall see what the future holds for you.'

    I tried to listen but for some unaccountable reason I could not hear what was said. The two women leaned closer across the width of the desk and although the murmur of their voices was clear, the content of the conversation was not. Instead I heard the whine of wind across ice floes, the scream of a gale through rigging and a barking cry the origin of which I was uncertain but the sound of which was mournful beyond belief.

    At length Jennifer stood up and withdrew, looking slightly pale. She gave me a shaky smile as I took her place at the desk.

    Although I know that fortune tellers cannot see the future, and use tricks to gain the confidence of their customers, I still felt a prickle of unease as I slid onto the chair and extended my hand for the gypsy to read.

    Close to, Mrs Adams did not seem intimidating in the slightest. Her face was dark through exposure to wind and sun and her clothes emanated an aroma of smoke and earth, as though she had come straight from the fields, but her eyes were unfathomable. They were deep dark pools into which I sank as she studied me.

    'You are going on a long journey,' she told me what I already knew, 'and you are unhappy about leaving your bride.'

    I could not disagree with that.

    'I see coldness and death; I see red flowing over white,' the eyes held mine as images flitted through my mind: the vicious chill of the Arctic, blood staining the ice, men in thick furs laughing.

    'I see a woman, very close to you,' I imagined Jennifer running to greet me as I stepped from the ship, her eyes bright with joy.

    'I see…' Mrs Adams hesitated for a long second as my images faded. 'I see deception and fear, fire and terror; I see loneliness.'

    My patience snapped then; of course there was ice and cold, death and blood, deception and loneliness; I was travelling away from my new wife to trap and kill seals in the Arctic. 'Can you tell me anything useful?'

    Tightening her grip on my hand, Mrs Adams pressed a sharp- taloned finger deep into my palm, drawing a bright bead of blood. 'Beware of a silent woman,' she said and gave a little gasp, 'God save you.'

    'What?' Jennifer crossed the room, her dress rustling softly, 'what does that mean? What do you mean, Mrs Adams, God save you? Will Iain come home?'

    'He will come home.'

    'Then that is all that matters,' Snatching my hand away, Jennifer marched away. She stopped at the door, 'are you coming, Iain?'

    Of course I was coming, but my feeling of uneasiness persisted for a good half hour, until the dancing was once again in full flow and Jennifer was firm and soft in my arms.

    Perhaps it was the episode with Mrs Adams, but I found myself wanting the evening to end quickly so I could claim Jennifer for myself. Inevitably the clock ticked away the minutes and the evening did draw to a close. The older guests drifted to the carriages and motor-cars that waited so patiently on the wide sweeping drive outside and the spaces on the dance floor grew larger. As the house gradually emptied Jennifer touched my arm.

    'I won't be a minute,' she whispered and, lifting her skirt with her left hand, she approached the band. I watched, wondering what she was doing as she requested one final number. Of course they agreed, smiling patiently, and she returned to my side, passing through what remained of the guests.

    'This one we will remember,' she whispered, 'you when you are up among the ice bergs and me when I wait alone in my bed, thinking of you.'

    The reminder that I would have to leave this woman whom I felt I was just beginning to know stabbed deeply and I pulled her close. 'I wish I was not going,' I told her.

    'So do I,' she whispered, pressing close, 'but let us make the most of this night while we can.'

    The bandleader tapped his baton for attention, spoke a few words and the music began immediately. I recognised the song immediately, for it was one that both Jennifer and her mother sang. Annie Harrison's In the Gloaming had been an instant success when it was first published about thirty years ago and was still sung by sentimentally minded women. My taste ran to Gilbert and Sullivan and more robust, music hall type songs, but In the Gloaming had grown on me the more often I heard Jennifer sing.

    As soon as the tune began, many of the remaining women looked to their husbands, hopeful of being guided to the dance floor to reawaken memories of their own youth.

    'I want you to remember this evening whenever you hear this song,' Jennifer ordered, and whispered the opening verse into my ear. Her breath was soft against my neck so I could feel myself responding.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling,

       When the lights are soft and low

       And the quiet shadows falling

       Softly come and softly go.'

      

     

    

    'I will,' I promised, fighting the tears that threatened to un-man me and the other reactions that proved the very opposite. I knew, without any doubt, that I would never forget that song; it would be with me always, keeping me company amidst the wastes of the north. I shivered slightly, as though the Arctic wind was already biting at my face.

    'Iain? Are you all right?'

    'Of course I am.' I held her closer, trying to disguise my oxymoronic discomfort. 'Jennifer?'

    'Yes?'

    'No, nothing. It's all right.' I looked away; I could neither joke nor tease, and I wished oh-so-fervently that I was not sailing north the next morning. I closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of her perfume as I felt the yielding firmness of her waist beneath my hand. God but I wished I was returning from the north and not just setting out. Life was cruel in thus taunting me with the delights of marriage, only to pluck at my happiness and thrust it away before I had properly experienced it. I knew I was a full man, but I wanted my wife; I wanted her body and her mind, I wanted her company and the music of her voice, I wanted to watch her moving and to breathe deeply of her perfume, I wanted to be near her, not to be separated by a waste of water and months of bitter loneliness.

    Perhaps it was the song, or the memory of Mrs Adams' words, but the sudden sadness was overwhelming, tinged with that haunting, unearthly moan that I had never heard before but which I knew came from the Arctic, and I shivered again.

    'You're cold,' Jennifer said, already practising her wifely skills.

    'No,' I denied, but I held her tighter, so she merged with my body, gasping and opening her eyes wide as she felt my reaction.

    'Iain Cosgrove,' she giggled. 'I am shocked.'

    After that she moved closer still, so we became a single unit on that dance floor, lost in our own world, squeezing every fraction of time from our last evening before I sailed north.

    'Oh, Iain, I wish you were not going.'

    'So do I,' I felt the catch in my voice and looked away, gathering my strength. We would be apart for some months and I had no desire for her to remember her husband as a man who blubbered before he sailed away.

    Jennifer knew every word of the four verses of In the Gloaming and when the dance floor was full, with couples reflecting on their past or dreaming about their future, she breathed the final few lines, her voice soft.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    'I will,' I promised, drawing strength from the depth of her love.

    'Good,' she burrowed closer, and then broke away in one of the lightning changes of mood that was so typical of her. 'But that time is not yet.' Her eyes narrowed with mischief as, after a quick glance around the room, she allowed one hand to stray, rubbing my back beneath the frock coat and sliding down until a single finger touched lightly yet shockingly on my left buttock. She pressed slightly, and patted fondly.

    I gasped, unable to hide my thrill of pleasure. 'Jennifer!' I knew I should be scandalised by this forward behaviour from such a well brought up creature, but, rather, I was more than pleased that she could be so familiar.

    'It's all right, Iain. I am your wife,' her wide eyes teased me further as she took control of the situation. 'Is it not time that we retired?'

    'Perhaps I had better announce that?'

    'And have everybody looking?' Jennifer's eyes widened even further. 'My, Iain, do you really want to draw attention to yourself? Let's just slip away quietly. After all, you do have an early start in the morning.'

    I think it was then that I realised exactly what I had married. Jennifer was no milk-and-water wife, no sit-in-the-corner woman who would be demure and submissive and wait for me to take charge. She was my equal and probably more than that, and I could have laughed out loud with pure joy.

    I knew that Kate Davidson was watching but I was unprepared for Jennifer's sudden change of direction. Leading me by the hand, she approached the insipid blonde and smiled directly into her face.

    'We're going to bed now,' my wife told her triumphantly, and made for the great double doors. Save for a gasp of astonishment and a slight lift of her hand, Kate made no comment.

    'That will settle her hash,' Jennifer said with great satisfaction. 'She will not make sheep eyes at my husband again.'

    I laughed; I had thought of Jennifer as my wife; now I knew I was also her husband. She would cope perfectly well when I was in the Arctic, and she would be waiting when I returned. But other, more immediate matters demanded my attention.

    

    It was hard to rise in the morning, to look down on the form of the woman who was now my wife in body as well as in law and know I was to leave her, but I had my duty to perform. Kissing her gently, I eased from the bed. I had spent the last restless hour pondering whether it would be best to wake Jennifer or leave without ceremony, but I eventually decided that I could not bear the pain of a lingering farewell. I dressed hurriedly, pulling on the clothes that a servant had arranged for me twelve hours previously, and slipping from the bedroom, closed the door as quietly as I could.

    Even at this early hour there were servants about, heavy eyed maids who crept around the long corridors with towels and coalscuttles and chamber pots and who bobbed their respect to the young mistress's husband. I barely acknowledged them as I stumbled downstairs to share a cup of tea with the bleary-eyed butler and bite into a hunk of bread and ham. I was never a great eater in the morning, and now my nerves took control as I faced the prospect of months away from home in a hostile and utterly alien environment.

    'Shall I call for the carriage, sir?' Freshly shaved and pristine as always, the butler stood at attention as he spoke.

    'No,' I shook my head, 'thank you. The walk will help wake me up.' I could imagine the fuss and bustle of alerting the coachman and taking out the horses, and cringed at the impression I would make arriving at a sealing ship by coach.

    'As you wish, sir.' There was no obvious emotion in the words.

    After last night, I did not care what the butler thought. I was married to the best and most perfect woman in the world, and once I returned from the Arctic, my life would be full of nights such as that. Three months; four at the outside, and I would be in marital paradise.

    

    Dundee in the dark of pre-dawn is never pretty, with streets and buildings dimly lit by flickering streetlights. The massive bulk of factories and mills dominate the town, and unseen chimneys puncture the sky while the smell of smoke is heavy amidst the lingering frost of winter. That morning was no different, but made worse by the desolation of parting; I remember that a wagon jolted over the cobblestones with fragments of raw jute floating free from its load and the carter whipping his horse in sullen bad temper.

    'Get on there you lazy bitch!'

    I walked quickly, listening to the echo of my footsteps against the surrounding walls. Twice I stopped, thinking that somebody was following me, and, remembering the tales I had heard of the dangers of Dundee's dockland, I wished I had slipped my revolver into my pocket rather than having it sent on ahead with my other baggage. The footsteps pattered lightly behind me and I stopped.

    'Who's there?' my words sounded hollow, lost in the whispering night, and only the raucous screams of a seagull replied. I moved on, balling my hands into fists as I began to regret my decision to walk.

    'Iain!' The voice was low and urgent. 'Iain!'

    'Who's there?' I already knew the answer. 'Jennifer? Is that you?'

    She hurried up, breathless and dishevelled, with a coat loose over her shoulders and mud spattering the bottom of her nightdress. Her hair was wild beneath the broad bonnet. 'I couldn't let you leave without saying goodbye.'

    'My God!' For a moment I could only stare at her. 'Jennifer; you should not be here. It's not safe!' I reached for her, shockingly aware of her scant covering. She seemed very vulnerable amidst these predatory shadows.

    'I had to come.' Jennifer raised her chin in defiance, but she could not disguise the moisture in her eyes. 'I had to say goodbye.'

    'Oh Jenny!' I shook my hand and pulled her into a close hug. I had been wrong; our single night had not been enough to fully blend us together and I felt awkward, unsure what to say or do. Less restrained or more mature, Jennifer clung to me, as if by burrowing against my body she could retain me, in soul if not in body.

    'Don't go,' her voice choked on the last word. 'I don't want you to go! Please don't go away from me.'

    'I must,' I could feel her body warmth through the coat and closed my eyes. 'It's only for a few months.'

    'Please…' Her fingers hooked into me. When she looked up, tears blurred her eyes.

    'I'll come back,' I told her. 'And we can write to each other.'

    'Yes,' Jennifer clung desperately to the lifeline. 'Write lots of letters; write a letter a day, so I know that you are all right.' She forced a smile. 'And write me a journal, Iain, so that when you come back we can read it together, the journal of the only time that we will ever be apart.'

    'Of course I will.' Aware of the passage of time, I began to gently prise myself free. 'I must go, Jennifer, or the boat will leave without me and I'll let your father down.'

    'Come back, oh come back to me.' Jennifer was crying openly now, big round tears sliding down her cheeks in a manner that made my own eyes prickle. How do women have the ability to do that to a man? What powers do they possess?

    'Of course I'll come back,' I heard the gruffness in my voice as I sought to fight unaccustomed emotion. 'Come on, now.' I had no handkerchief with which to dry her face, so I used my hand, which succeeded only in further smearing her tears.

    'Promise me,' her hands refused to release me. They were small but strong as they hooked into my back. 'Please please promise that you'll come back.'

    I felt the change in her. She was desperate, close to breaking down as her hands seemed to dig deep into me. Holding her at arm's length, I looked directly into her eyes and injected as much sincerity as I could into my voice. 'I promise that, whatever happens in the Arctic, I will return to you, my wife.'

    Jennifer nodded, her eyes liquid, searching mine, delving deep into my soul. The reminder that she was my wife had helped calm her down. 'And I will leave a candle shining in the window to guide you home. I will light it every night and count every day until we are together again.' Her teeth gleamed in a sudden small smile. 'Now that I have your word, all I need is a kiss and you may go.'

    I bent down, touching my mouth to the soft lips that she offered so willingly. At that second if she had asked me to return with her I would have obeyed, and hang the consequences.

    'Now go,' she stepped back bravely and pushed me gently away, 'go now, before you miss the tide.' Jennifer stood there with her hair a halo around her head and the skirts of her coat loose around her legs. 'Go!' she pointed imperiously and I turned, walking slouch shouldered as my earlier determination slipped away. I heard her singing again, the words cutting deep into what was left of my courage.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    'Of course I will,' I whispered. 'Of course I will.' The forthcoming voyage to the Arctic no longer seemed like an adventure, but an ordeal to be survived before I returned to Jennifer. When I looked back she still stood there, a lonely figure beneath the sparse streetlights, holding her coat close to her as her mouth moved with the song.
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       'A grey crow came and sat on our yards…which a few of the watch thought a bad omen.'

       JOURNAL OF A VOYAGE TO BAFFIN BAY ABOARD THE SHIP THOMAS COMMANDED BY ALEX COOKE; JOHN WANLESS, 10TH APRIL 1833

      

     

    

    Laden with ice, the February wind rattled the rigging of the ships that crouched miserably beside the harbour warehouses, their masts and spars stark as charity and their hulls half seen in the bleak dawn light. Intermittent sleet pattered the puddles on the quay as a train chugged past, spewing steam against the closed windows of the Seaman's Hostel and the classical authority of the Custom House.

    'Who the hell's that?' A labourer paused from piling jute onto an already heavily laden cart to jerk a thumb toward me.

    His colleague looked, shrugged and spat phlegm onto the ground. 'Fuck knows or cares, because I don't.' He returned to work, glowering at me as if at a mortal enemy.

    When the train gave a sudden shriek of escaping steam, pigeons exploded from the Royal Arch that acted as a majestic backdrop and a reminder of the still lamented Queen Victoria. The echoes faded slowly from the dreary dockland of Dundee.

    'Lady Balgay!' I hailed the small craft that lay forlorn between a great three master and a rust streaked coaster on whom the red ensign flapped like the duster of a Lochee housewife.

    'Aye,' the reply sounded surly, as if the owner of the voice was reluctant to admit on which vessel he sailed. A tall man appeared; polishing the shine on his bald head with a filthy rag, he glowered a challenge at me. 'What do you want?'

    'I'm Iain Cosgrove. I'm sailing with you this voyage.' I looked up, hoping for some encouragement or even acknowledgement before I added, 'I'm the surgeon.'

    There was a few second's hesitation as the bald man voice looked me up and down, spat over the side and eventually jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 'Are you, now,' he said, and then, 'Christ help you. You'd better come on board, I suppose.'

    Lady Balgay was much smaller than I had anticipated, with the vessels on either side towering over her two masts and the thin smokestack that seemed so out of place. On first sight the deck seemed dirty, littered with gear that the tattered crewmen were engaged in stowing away while a stocky, half-shaven man watched, his hands deep in his pockets and his eyes pouchy beneath a filthy cloth cap.

    Another seaman, elderly, with a beard that matched the iron-grey of his eyes, was shouting obscenely and, waving his arms at a crow that perched on the deckhouse.

    'Get away you dirty black bugger! I'll not have you bringing your bad luck to this ship. Fly, you evil beast!' He swore foully when the bird refused to move, and threw a short length of tarred rope. The bird rose reluctantly, black wings flapping in a weary admission of failure as it retreated to the nearby quay and stood in dejected misery with its dark eyes never leaving Lady Balgay.

    'Bloody black bastard!' The old seaman watched the bird with a mixture of hatred and fear, until the bald headed man pushed him roughly.

    'Get back to your duty, Pratt! You're not here to go bird watching!'

    'But it's a crow; they're bad luck!'

    'It's a bloody bird, that's all!'

    I looked away, wondering what sort of life I would endure for the next few months if everybody were as surly as the bald man and this bearded crewman appeared to be.

    Ignoring his swearing shipmates, the man in the cloth cap grunted and muttered something under his breath. Producing a broad-bladed knife from his pocket, he proceeded to probe the timber of the mast. He shook his head in apparent dismay at what he found.

    'Excuse me,' used to the shining brass splendour of my father-in-law's steam yacht, I was not sure what to do next. 'I am looking for the master. Captain Milne?'

    'Aye,' the man in the cloth cap stared at me, withdrawing the knife. 'That'll be me.' His voice was like gravel under an iron-shod wheel.

    Years of training in the Officer's Training Corps had taught me to come to attention when addressing a superior, even one of such an unprepossessing appearance as Captain Milne presented. 'Iain Cosgrove, sir, reporting for duty as surgeon.'

    'So I hear.' Captain Milne looked up from beneath the peak of his cap; he appeared neither amused nor impressed. 'Surgeon eh? Well, we've not much call for a surgeon, Mister Cosgrove, so you can just turn around and piddle off back to your mummy, unless you have any other more useful skills.'

    I had not expected peals of delight, but a handshake would have been acceptable. I took a deep breath. 'I am willing to do anything, sir, if required, but…'

    'You're willing to do anything eh?' Captain Milne pounced on the words before they were fully free from my mouth; I wondered for what I had let myself in. 'Well, that's better. Are you sure about that, Mister Surgeon Cosgrove?'

    'Well, yes, sir…' I said slowly.

    'Well, you're a hostage to fortune then, but you've given your word and I'll keep you to it, by Christ. You'd better make yourself useful then, Mr Surgeon.' Captain Milne looked along the deck, shaking his head. 'You've no seagoing experience, I hear, so you'll be no bloody good up here.'

    I was about to protest and explain I was a keen yachtsman who had sailed from the Tay to the Solent, but one look at Milne's bitter eyes convinced me he would not be impressed.

    'Lady Balgay is a seagoing craft, Mr Surgeon, despite her looks. She's not your daddy's steam yacht.' Milne suddenly stopped; pointed to a boy who looked no older than fourteen and raised his voice in a ferocious bellow that scared the seagulls perched on the warehouse roofs. The crow remained, watching. 'You! Mitchell, you wee bastard! Coil that rope properly or I'll flay the skin off you! I'll have no holidays on board my ship!'

    Mitchell started, gave a scared little yelp and dropped the rope on which he had been working.

    Captain Milne returned his attention to me. 'Well, Mr Cosgrove, I have a job for which you are eminently suitable, as an educated man. I am a practical seaman, you see,' suddenly his tone was wheedling, his smile so insincere that I nearly laughed, 'and I am overburdened with paperwork. You have no idea how much paper is needed to sail even a small vessel like Lady Balgay; buckets of the bloody stuff, so I want you to take over the administration. As from right now.'

    'But…' I wanted to explain that I had come on board to gain experience as a surgeon and to grow as a man. I wanted to observe the workings of the ship and deal with every possible medical and surgical contingency rather than scratch a pen across sheets of paper. Instead I found myself walking toward the cabin with my head down. I still do not know what power Milne had, but the master had already subdued me so I was acting as meekly as any schoolboy.

    I will not write many details of the next few days, for in truth there was only one event worth recording, and that I will come to presently. What I will say is that it was dominated, not by seamanship and a flood of salty adventures, but by reams of paper.

    Despite my stated intention to enlarge my experience as a doctor, after three days in Lady Balgay nearly all I had experienced was dipping a pen in an inkwell and filling in forms. By the time we rounded Rattray Head north of Aberdeen I knew all about loading documents, crew lists, custom forms, lists of stores, food, water and coals, inventories of equipment and details of pay. My medical experience had amounted to dealing with half a dozen hangovers and a brash young man named Albert Torrie who was pleased to believe he had caught a venereal disease from a Dock Street prostitute. It was hardly an auspicious start for a man who had hoped for exotic diseases and intricate surgical problems.

    I started each dismal day by staring at the papers that piled on my tiny, swaying desk and wishing myself back home. If this were to be my life for the next few months, I thought I would be far better on land. I sighed often and glanced upward, where a smoking lantern circled with the motion of the ship, and I swore, dreaming of Jennifer and that single night we had spent together. What would she be doing now?

    Knowing that such thoughts could only make things worse, I forced them away and admitted, however reluctantly, that working with these tedious documents had taught me much about the vessel on which I was sailing. I had learned that Lady Balgay was a fifty-eight ton ketch, two masted and with a crew of eleven, including myself. I knew the name and function of every one of these men, from Walter Learmonth, a veteran of over twenty Arctic voyages to George Ross the Clydeside engine-driver, who had never been north before. I knew that Robert Mitchell, the cook and steward, was only fifteen while bearded John Pratt, a fifty-nine year old able-bodied seaman, was the oldest man on board. So far, few of the crew had spoken to me, contenting themselves with a casual nod or an uncommunicative grunt. The bald man, Tom Thoms, had not uttered another word, but had a tendency to spit and grumble.

    I had also learned a great deal about the stores they had, from the raisins and cheese to the truly vicious seal clubs and harpoons and from Baxter's finest quality sailcloth to the much more mysterious fibs, marline spikes and lowery tows that seemed to be indispensable to the well-being of the voyage.

    

    However, there was one striking episode, and that had been a curious prequel to many of the events that would unfold as we journeyed north. It had been on the day we mustered in the Firth of Tay before venturing on to the northern adventure. Captain Milne, with his cloth cap pushed well back on his head and a cynical smile on his man-trap mouth, had passed round a bottle of rum and insisted that everybody take a drink.

    'That's the last sensible thing anybody will taste on this voyage, boys. The owner dictates that this vessel is run on teetotal principles.' He had glowered around the hands, meeting their gaze until every man had dropped his eyes. 'But now, raise your mugs and toast the success of the voyage!'

    Every man had done so, from youthful Mitchell to ancient Pratt, and they had tossed back the rum in a single swallow before lifting the mugs high. I followed the rest, coughing on the raw spirit.

    'Wives and sweethearts!' Ross the engineer roared.

    'Wives and sweethearts,' the others echoed, with the prostitute-hunting Albert Torrie nudging young Mitchell in a secret joke.

    'May they never meet,' Learmonth the bosun supplied what I guessed was a traditional finish, and the crew gave the required laugh.

    'And now we'll request luck from the figurehead!' Captain Milne ordered, and sent every man scrambling forward to touch the naked wooden buttocks of the woman who thrust out in front of Lady Balgay.

    It had seemed strange that such a small vessel as Lady Balgay had a figurehead, but nobody answered my enquiry until the bosun, Walter Learmonth, usually known as Leerie, wrapped a sinewy arm around my shoulders and took me forward.

    'You see, Mr Cosgrove, figureheads are important for the morale of the ship. They carry her luck, you understand.'

    'Well, I do not exactly understand, Mr Learmonth.' Used to being lectured by learned doctors with a string of letters after their name, I found it hard to be educated by a weather-battered man with the accent of a Hilltown tenement, but I forced myself to listen After all, I had signed on for different experiences. 'Could you tell me more?' I tried, but failed to suppress my shiver. 'And could we find somewhere warmer? We are shockingly exposed here.'

    'If you wish, doctor.' Learmonth seemed amused by my feeling the cold, but he led me into the shelter of the funnel, the warmest section of the deck. 'In a manner of speaking, a figurehead is a good luck charm. Our one, the Naked Lady, is doubly important because her udders, begging your pardon sir, her bare breasts, can calm the sea. The sea being a male, you understand.'

    'I understand,' I concealed my amusement at Learmonth's attempt to civilise his language.

    'As long as we keep the Naked Lady happy by painting her regularly and making sure she's in good condition, Lady Balgay will be a lucky ship, but if we neglect her, then anything could happen.'

    'I see,' I nodded, trying not a laugh at this blatant superstition. 'But are there not practical considerations against having a figurehead in the Arctic? Will it…she…the Naked Lady… not attract ice?'

    'Some seem to think so, Mr Cosgrove,' Learmonth told me seriously. 'There was a Hull whaler called Truelove that had her figurehead removed for that very reason, but there was also Arctic, a Dundee ship with a Yakkie, an Eskimo, as figurehead. Aye, Arctic was a good ship, a lucky ship, doctor, and I believe that was due to her Yakkie. Some say the Arctic Bar was even named after her.'

    'She must have been popular then,' I agreed. I could see old Pratt moving forward now, balancing on the bowsprit with the agility of a circus performer as he leaned forward to caress the Naked Lady. The crew were cheering, calling for the next man. This bonding with a carved piece of wood was exactly the sort of experience I had hoped for, and showed just how close these seamen were to their superstitious ancestors. I decided to delve further, for I had developed an interest in psychology and these sealers, these Greenlandmen, as I had heard them called, seemed to be first class examples of the primitive.

    'But why? Why do we need such a symbol?'

    Learmonth shook his head. 'Well, doctor, the origins are lost in the mists of time. They say that ships once needed a human sacrifice, so they were launched across a human body, or a man was executed and his head stuck on the prow to prove the sacrifice to Neptune, but somebody fooled the sea god with a carved head and the tradition has carried on ever since.' Learmonth shrugged, 'I don't know the real reason, doctor, but I do know the captain is watching us.'

    'We'd better join the others, then,' I decided, wondering at the sudden relief in Learmonth's eyes.

    Young Mitchell was next to be sent forward. Slim and agile, he had walked along the bowsprit with his hands in his pockets, showing off his skill as he sought to gain the acceptance of the crew.

    'Go on, Rab!' That was Albert Torrie, the muscular young fireman and would-be Casanova who was nearest to Mitchell in years.

    'If you're so clever, Mitchell, then you can hop! Bloody hop!' Ross, the chief engineer, gave caustic advice in his Clydeside tongue and others had joined in so the youngster was soon bouncing on one foot along the length of the bowsprit. When a rogue wave caught Lady Balgay and she gave a sudden lurch, Mitchell nearly overbalanced, but he reached for the foretopmast stay, swung above the sea for an instant and returned to his position on the bowsprit, to the cheers of his audience.

    When he was correctly positioned Mitchell fastened both legs around the bowsprit and swung upside down to fondle the rounded buttocks of the Naked Lady.

    'That's the way, Rab,' Torrie approved, 'now give her a big smacker! Kiss her arse, man!'

    Mitchell did so as the crew roared approval, and he returned with his reputation enhanced, although old John Pratt was not amused.

    'Maybe that was a bit disrespectful,' he said doubtfully, 'the Naked Lady deserves better than that,' but nobody listened to him; not then. There was a time coming when they would remember Rab Mitchell's actions and shudder in horror, but that was in the unforeseen future.

    'You too, doctor!'

    'What?' I looked up. I had thought that my position and medical training made me immune from such horseplay, but Captain Milne was staring at me with his hypnotic green eyes. 'You're next. Up you go!'

    It had been amusing watching the crew balancing on the bowsprit, but as I looked forward on that gyrating length of slithery, rounded wood I felt suddenly sick. If I slipped, it would be a short drop into the great green rollers of the Tay, but with the crew cheering me on and Captain Milne's stern eyes watching, I knew I must.

    I took a step forward and stopped. I knew I did not have the skill to balance on that slender spar, so instead I took the coward's route and knelt on top, holding on with both hands as I inched forward on the tiny platform beside the figurehead.

    'I want you to go all the way, Doctor.' Captain Milne's voice was as unrelenting as an Arctic storm. 'All my crew must seek their luck from the Naked Lady.'

    Lady Balgay suddenly bowed her head to the waves, taking on gallons of cold water that drenched me to the skin. I yelled at the shock and some of the crew laughed as I emerged, shaking my head free of the bitter water and gasping painfully for breath. I looked up, noting who they were, for I fervently hoped they reported to me for an injection sometime soon. I vowed to use my longest and bluntest needle and it would not be their arm into which I thrust it.

    That thought restored some of my courage and I inched onward, feeling my knees slide on the wet surface, and, reaching forward, I touched the smooth, white painted wood of the figurehead's backside. It felt cold, completely unlike living flesh, but the crew still cheered.

    'That's the way doctor! Touch the Naked Lady for luck!'

    The hands applauded as I returned, and slapped my back in somewhat forward good fellowship that completely removed my dark thoughts of only a few minutes previously. Soutar mumbled something about the success of the voyage now being assured, but then Captain Milne had shoved his cap forward on his head, tossed the empty rum bottle over the side and roared everybody back to work.

    As I returned to my reams of paper, Learmonth the bosun had shaken his head. 'The young lad shouldn't have done that,' he said. 'No good will come of it. Touching Her Ladyship for luck is one thing, but kissing her is something else. Old John was right; there'll be the devil to pay for that, mark my words.'

    The words had only strengthened my belief that these men were swamped by their own superstition, but I had not met her then, and I was very young and very, very ignorant.
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       Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did so. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.

       MARK TWAIN

      

     

    

    It was a day after we passed Rattray Head that the atmosphere in Lady Balgay seemed to change. I was contemplating the chipped stoneware jar of wood-bodied pens, wondering which one was least likely to blot and wondering when I had last used such archaic implements when a blast of shouted words upset my fragile concentration.

    'Damn and blast and bugger! Call this a seagoing vessel? She's a bloody bathtub with a figurehead, damn her to hell!'

    Welcoming the interruption, I laid down the pen. After only a few days at sea I was already accustomed to the use of foul language, but it was unusual for Captain Milne to indulge quite so liberally. When the captain lowered his moral tone to even more gutter language, I used a heavy rock as a paperweight and emerged from my dingy kennel but soon wished I had not as the wind on deck nearly took my breath away.

    'What's the matter, Captain? Is there anything I can do?' I prayed for something medical, something more interesting than cut fingers and head colds.

    'She's sailing like a pregnant cow in a force ten gale, lopsided as a drunken Irish washerwoman.' Milne's language became more colourful as he condemned the behaviour of his vessel.

    Intrigued, for anything was better than scraping a cracked pen nib across damp paper, I looked around. Lady Balgay seemed no worse than normal as she heeled and battered her way north with the sea churning from her forefoot and frothing in her wake. 'What's the matter, Captain Milne?'

    'This damned ship of your father-in-law,' Milne glared at me as if I had personally selected, built and launched Lady Balgay. 'She's sailing cockeyed. She rides light on the water and every breath of air sends her skittering like a virgin in a brothel.' He looked out to sea, swearing again. 'Sail her to Greenland? This bastarding boat would wallow sailing round the Greenmarket on a wet Saturday afternoon!'

    I allowed myself a tolerant smile and spoke to the captain, man to man. 'Can anything be done about her behaviour, Captain?'

    Milne shrugged, glaring into my eyes as if he hated me. Putting a hand to his cap, he pulled it down so the tattered peak nearly obscured his face. 'Aye. I'll add more ballast. Weigh her down so she doesn't dance to every tune the wind plays, and when we pick up a few score tons of seal oil, we can ditch the bastarding stuff.'

    'I see. That sounds simple enough.' I nodded as if I understood every word, although in truth I barely comprehended any. 'From where can we buy this ballast?'

    'Buy it?' Lifting his chin, Milne looked at me as if I had uttered some foul blasphemy. 'We don't buy ballast, Mister Cosgrove.' He shook his head, obviously affronted at shore-bound ignoramuses such as me pretending to know anything. 'Buy it, by Christ! We're not all bastarding millionaires! No, we have to work for our living on this clapped out shite boat! We must obtain the ballast, Mr Cosgrove.'

    Taking two strides toward the taffrail, Milne shook his head in disgust. 'We'll dig the bastarding stuff from a bloody shoal bank. Ten tons of shingle ought to do the trick.' He turned suddenly, his eyes hard. 'You can help with a shovel, mister. It's about time you pulled your weight, after skulking in the cabin all voyage like some bloody schoolboy, scrape-scrape-scraping away with pen-and-ink, leaving seamen to do the real work.'

    Now that was manifestly unfair. I began to protest until I noticed the glint in Captain Milne's eye and quickly closed my mouth. I was unsure if he was teasing me, or preparing for an argument, but I resolved not to give him satisfaction on either account. 'I'll fetch a shovel, sir.'

    'You'll fetch four bloody shovels,' Captain Milne corrected, 'you can't shift ten tons of shingle on your own. Not with your lily-white clerk's hands.' Turning abruptly, he shouted a volley of orders that saw Lady Balgay alter course, heading more to the west. 'Buy it by Christ! Where the fuck did we get him from?'

    

    The wind blew chillingly from the north, flicking the top from the waves so that the sea appeared like a badly ruffled grey and white carpet, constantly in surging motion. As Captain Milne had said, Lady Balgay was tossing madly, one second riding high on the swell, the next crashing into a trough, with her hull shaking, rattling every loose fitting and shifting anything not lashed down around the deck. I glanced upward, where the masts gyrated against ragged grey clouds, and I fought the unaccustomed heave of my stomach. The last thing Lady Balgay needed was a seasick surgeon and the last thing I wanted was to further reveal my nautical ineptitude to the crew.

    Soutar the helmsman swore in unconscious imitation of the captain as he stood in the stern, both hands white-knuckled on the varnished spokes of the wheel.

    'Where are we?' I had to shout above the shriek of the wind through the rigging, the banging of loose gear and the constant slap of waves against the bouncing hull.

    Concentrating on the binnacle in front of him, Soutar said nothing. Despite the cold, there were beads of sweat oozing from his forehead while the muscles of his forearms writhed with the effort of keeping Lady Balgay on the correct heading.

    'That's Orkney to port,' bald headed Thoms pointed to a stern coastline of low dark cliffs, from which a regular procession of waves boomed. 'And that's the bloody Arctic up there,' he indicated northwest with a languid wave of his hand, 'where all this wind is coming from.'

    'Are we going to land in Orkney?'

    Thoms shook his head. 'No.' He seemed to have the knack of shouting without raising his voice, so every word was carried clearly to me. 'There's a skerry a bit offshore. The Captain is going to send us ashore in a dinghy so we can collect shingle as ballast.'

    'What?' I glanced overboard. Grey waves leaped the length of the hull, smashing angrily at the timbers with their flaking green paint. Lady Balgay shuddered with each new assault, and I imagined rowing a small boat in such seas. 'Is that safe?'

    'It's safer than sailing the bloody Greenland Sea with an improperly trimmed ketch, mister.' Captain Milne had appeared from nowhere and looked at me with unconcealed contempt. 'When you came aboard, Mr Cosgrove, you told me you were willing to do anything, didn't you?'

    I nodded reluctantly, wondering what my loose mouth had condemned me to.

    'Aye, well there are only two things on board a ship: duty and mutiny. All that you are ordered to do is duty. All that you refuse is mutiny.' Captain Milne leaned closer. 'Well, Mister Cosgrove; are you afraid to do your duty?'

    The accusation of fear stiffened my resolve, as was no doubt intended. 'Of course not, Captain. I am only concerned for the safety of the ship.'

    Milne's brief snort may have contained humour, but I could only detect derision. 'The safety of the ship is my concern you young pup. You just obey orders and we'll get along very well.'

    'Yes, sir,' I thought I should say more, but Captain Milne just grunted again, jammed his cap harder on his head and stalked forward, automatically testing every line and stay that he passed.

    Replacing Soutar at the wheel, old John Pratt nodded to me. 'Going for more ballast are we? About bloody time, eh?' Checking the set of the sails, he glanced to port, where the dark smear of Orkney was more distinct. What did you say this place was, Tam?'

    'Gass Skerry,' Thoms told him bluntly, and Pratt started and swore foully.

    'You're crazy man! Gass! We can't go there!' I could see that only his years of experience kept Pratt from releasing his hold of the varnished spokes.

    'Captain's orders,' Thoms defended the obviously unpopular decision.

    Pratt took a step backward, but his hands still held the spokes. 'I'll not set foot on that place,' he stated flatly. 'Does the captain not know the stories?'

    'Either he doesn't know or he doesn't believe them, John,' Thoms appeared equally uncomfortable with the decision. 'But Gass does have good shingle, perfect for ballast.'

    'No,' Pratt shook his head. 'I'll go to the captain and tell him. He'll listen to me, eh?'

    'You'll say nothing, John,' Thoms told him, nearly smiling. 'You haven't the grit to question the captain.'

    'What stories?' I asked. 'What's wrong with Gass Skerry? It is dangerous?'

    Pratt looked at me, but a nudge from Thoms prevented him from speaking.

    'What stories?' I repeated, but there was a yell from forward and young Mitchell scurried to me with a bleeding hand to be stitched. By the time I returned on deck Captain Milne was back in his customary position in the stern and I knew that Pratt would say nothing in front of authority.

    

    Orkney rose before us in a display of low cliffs and recently ploughed fields. The farmhouses were lonely under a graveyard sky, but oxymoronically cosy with the drift of smoke from chimneys. A score of fishing boats clustered companionably a mile or so to the south.

    'There,' Milne pointed with his chin. 'That's where you're headed, Mister Cosgrove.'

    Gass Skerry was around half a mile offshore, a great curving bank of shingle and rock from which a straggle of sea birds soared. It looked innocuous enough to me, save for the breakers that crashed along the shore and the never-ending suck and surge of the sea.

    'God save us all,' Thoms repeated endlessly. 'God save us all.' But when I looked at him he closed his mouth and said nothing, although his knuckles were white on Lady Balgay's rail.

    'Captain Milne,' Pratt had been ordered to go with me, but he shook his head, staring at the skerry as he obviously gathered his courage to speak. 'We can't go there, sir. Don't you know the stories?'

    'What?' Milne's face darkened. 'Are you challenging my command of this ship?'

    Pratt stood with his head down and his hands twisting together in front of him. He was the most humble of mariners, always willing to obey any order, so I knew it had taken a lot for him to speak up. Captain Milne stepped to within a foot from him, nearly pressing his face against that of the old seaman.

    'No, sir,' Pratt shook his head, 'but Gass Skerry…'

    'You'll obey my bloody orders the instant I give them!' Captain Milne kept his voice low and those uncanny green eyes fixed on Pratt's. His hands were deep in the pockets of his tattered jacket and his chin out thrust. 'Get in that boat and do as you're told.' Although it hardly rose above a whisper there was no mistaking the authority in the captain's voice.

    I could see Pratt hesitated and I could nearly read his mind as he debated whether to obey orders or remain on board. He glanced from Captain Milne to the shingle bank on which the surf bounced and echoed.

    'Is there nowhere else, Captain?' There was nearly a whine in his voice.

    'No.'

    'Come on, John,' Thoms urged quietly. 'There's no help for it.'

    'But, Captain,' Pratt gave a last despairing plea. 'You must know the stories, eh?'

    'I know superstitious nonsense, Pratt!' Captain Milne looked away for a second, then adjusted his cap so it sat square on top of his head. 'Listen John, I do know the tales, but I don't believe them, and neither should you. I also know that Lady Balgay is riding light, so we need to trim her if we're to reach the seal fisheries, and this skerry has the finest ballast for two hundred miles.'

    'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded. He obviously appreciated Captain Milne's tactful explanation. 'But the stories?'

    'Damn and blast the stories, Pratt!' Captain's Milne's brittle patience snapped. 'Get in that bloody boat and do your duty! You too Mr Surgeon! Move!'

    I nodded assent as, moaning softly, Pratt gave a last imploring glance to the captain and nodded reluctant acceptance. He fingered the scrimshaw mermaid that was suspended on a leather thong around his neck and muttered something under his breath.

    Watching him closely, Captain Milne grunted but did not leave his position on the deck.

    Both the small dinghy and the larger whaleboat sat bottom-up on deck, but it took only minutes for the hands to upend the dinghy and lower it over the side. While Thoms held the boat secure with a boathook, Pratt, nearly sixty but more agile than most landsmen of twenty, scrambled over the rail and took the forward oars. Mitchell followed, holding out a hand to help me. With every eye in Lady Balgay watching, I moved as quickly as I could to avoid becoming a figure of fun.

    'Take your time, Mr Cosgrove,' Thoms advised, showing the first concern that I had experienced since coming on board. 'No sense in taking a tumble when you can take your time.'

    'Mr Cosgrove,' Captain Milne leaned down from the rail, a mere three feet away, 'you take charge. Bring back as much shingle ballast as you can carry, and don't listen to Pratt's nonsense. Don't allow him to get off with anything. You understand?'

    Glancing at Pratt, I could only nod, knowing that I was certainly not qualified to lead these hard-bitten men. 'Yes, captain.'

    'Aye. He's a good seaman, but…' Milne did not finish the sentence. 'And mind you don't capsize the boat, you hear?'

    'Yes, Captain,' I repeated.

    'These boats cost money and I won't be buying another this side of the Tay, that's for certain sure.' Spitting into the sea, Milne turned away.

    I had thought that Lady Balgay had been unsteady, but she seemed a haven of security compared to the mad gyrations of the dinghy. I gasped in sudden agitation, grabbing at the bulwark for balance and allowed Thoms to settle me on a thwart.

    'All right, Doctor. Sit yourself down now.'

    Taking a deep breath to steady my frayed nerves, I grasped an oar, hoping that I would not be disgraced in this simple nautical skill.

    'Have you rowed before, sir?' Thoms asked, and looked relieved when I nodded false confidence. 'Then you'll be fine. Where on the shoal shall we beach?'

    'Wherever is easiest, Mr Thoms.' I had long decided it would be best to treat the crew with as much respect as I could, in the somewhat forlorn hope they would do the same for me. 'I'll be guided by whatever advice you care to give.' I looked to Pratt for help, but the bearded man looked away, saying nothing. I noticed that his hands were trembling and wondered if he was genuinely nervous about landing at Gass Skerry, or if he was still suffering withdrawal symptoms from the alcoholic excesses of shore life.

    'It's a bit breezy!' I tried again as a wave exploded against the prow of the boat and sent a bucketful of spray inboard. Nobody replied, but young Robert Mitchell gave a small nod and a nervous half smile.

    A pair of oystercatchers circled overhead as we approached the shoal, and a host of black-backed gulls screamed in discordant chorus around the boat. Pratt glanced up, ignoring the spindrift that spattered from the prow as he handled his oar with a casual nonchalance that did not square with his unequivocal anxiety. 'They birds are warning us about something.'

    Thoms looked upward to the lowering sky. 'Maybe they're saying the weather's about to change.'

    'No, it's not that, Tommy. They're warning us not to land. Should we not return to Lady Balgay, Dr Cosgrove?'

    I hesitated, not being used to giving nautical advice. 'I'm afraid not, Mr Pratt. We must all follow the captain's orders.'

    'But Dr Cosgrove…'

    'Shut up, John. The doctor can't do anything about it. We'll be all right.' Thoms nodded to me. 'You just work your oar, Doctor, and leave the rest to us.'

    I nodded, thankful for Thoms' intervention, and tried to concentrate on rowing. With the swell so steep, I found it hard to get the angle of the oar correct as I pulled through the water, and I was terrified that I would catch a succession of crabs that would lead to ridicule from these leather-faced men.

    The gulls massed above us, beaks open, wings spread like wavering white crucifixes, their eyes unblinking, remorseless. One swooped downward, nearly catching Pratt with its talons.

    'They're definitely upset,' Pratt said, resting on his oars as he ducked.

    'They're only bloody birds,' Mitchell sounded scornful. 'They can't tell us anything.'

    Pratt glowered at him. 'Thank you for your unwanted opinion,' he said, 'gained after days of experience.' He spat into the wind. 'You have to read the signs at sea, young Rab. Listen to the birds and the wind; understand the sky and most of all, feel the ship or you won't last very long. That's what's wrong with you youngsters nowadays with your new-fangled gramophones, steam ships and electric lights. Spoiled, that's what you are.' His glower included me, as if youth was to blame for every ill in the world.

    Mitchell coloured and ducked his head, sulking in shamed silence as a single gull landed on the prow, preening its feathers as it watched the toiling men.

    'Now that bastard is deciding which one of us to peck at first,' Pratt said gloomily, but nobody replied.

    Gass Skerry was larger than I had thought; a great semi-circle of shifting shingle and gaunt black rock all fringed by crashing surf. For a moment I was back in the university anatomy lectures, with the shovels posing as a blunt scalpel, the rock as the bones of a corpse and the shingle as the decaying flesh. The thought was unpleasant and I shook it away and concentrated on finding the best place to land. The seaward side was obviously useless, for the surf scoured savagely at the shingle and withdrew, sucking backward so violently I knew the dingy would be overturned.

    'We're not landing there,' I announced and steered around the northern tip of the skerry until we could ease into the lee side. The water calmed immediately, and the boat glided in the sudden shelter. Half a mile away, the Mainland of Orkney beckoned with the farms now welcoming and the fields more familiar than the sea.

    'Shall we bring her ashore here, Mr Cosgrove?' Thoms asked diplomatically and I nodded.

    'It looks best to me.'

    We hit the shingle with a rush, the keel digging deep into the sea-smoothed pebbles, and the men leaped out, yelling for me to join them and help drag the dinghy away from murmuring waves. Again Pratt fingered his scrimshaw mermaid.

    'Don't haul the boat too far up,' Thoms warned. 'She'll be a damned sight heavier when we come to pull her off.' He looked around, his face distorted as he slithered up the sliding shingle. 'Ugly place this.'

    I was more ambivalent; ugliness was in the mind, rather than in the eye of the beholder and this skerry could have been far worse. When a sudden shaft of sunlight lightened the atmosphere I found the place fascinating, a place of black rock and variegated grey and white stones set against the silver and blue backdrop of the sea. In the centre, rising high above anything else and surmounting a large cairn, a single pole nodded to the blast of the wind.

    'I don't think this place is ugly at all,' I gave a tentative opinion, looking for support from Mitchell.

    'It's ugly all right,' Pratt spoke first. 'It's ugly in every possible way.' He swore as he unloaded the shovels from the boat, testing them for weight and choosing the lightest before he combed his beard with stubby fingers. 'It's not a place I would have chosen for ballast, that's for certain.' He shrugged as if attempting to push the fear from his mind; it remained to haunt his eyes. 'I only hope that the story doesn't spread.'

    'What story?' Mitchell asked, flinching when Pratt raised an admonitory fist.

    'Never you mind, you work shy little bastard. You just get on with the shovelling.' Pratt paused, sliding his shovel just under the surface of the shingle. 'Right, we'll just throw it directly into the boat; makes it easier that way.'

    About to nod agreement, I stopped. Although I was very aware of my lack of years and experience, I had no intention of allowing any mere foc'sle seaman, even one with Pratt's grey hairs, to make decisions that should belong to me. 'No,' I spoke loudly to carry my voice above the noise of the waves. 'We will fill the sacks I have brought.'

    'You've brought sacks?' Pratt stared at me in disbelief, 'for bloody ballast?'

    Thoms shook his head. 'The captain won't like that, Mr Cosgrove. He won't like that at all.'

    'It will be easier to carry in sacks,' I explained as patiently as I could, 'and we'll dig over there,' I pointed to the cairn that rose prominently in front of us, where the seagulls voiced a rising clamour of protest.

    'Not there.' Pratt's voice was high pitched and for a moment I thought he was going to run back to the boat as he glanced first at the cairn and then behind him. Instead he shook his head so violently I swear I heard his teeth rattle. 'Not ever from there.'

    'It's easier,' I pointed out, reasonably I thought. 'There's less bending so it's easier for the back.'

    'Jesus!' Pratt screwed up his face in disgust. 'Do you any have bloody idea what you're doing?'

    'I have the idea that Captain Milne put me in command,' I reminded, lifting my shovel. 'Come along Robert; you can hold the bag for me, while Mr Thoms and Mr Pratt work together.'

    Glancing toward Pratt as if for confirmation, Mitchell ducked his head and followed, clutching a small pile of sacks.

    'I'm not going near that place!' Pratt shouted, 'and neither should you!'

    Ignoring him, I winked at Mitchell and carried on, with my boots sliding on the shingle and the wind ruffling pleasantly through my hair.

    The cairn was taller than I had expected, a full eight feet in height, with a base of large stones that tapered to a crumbling apex of small pebbles. 'I wonder what this was for,' I tried to make conversation with Mitchell. The stones shifted under my boots when I thrust my shovel into the shingle, 'maybe it is some sort of marker?'

    Mitchell held open the sack. 'Maybe, sir. I don't know.' He was silent for a few moments as I filled his sack. 'It could be a sea mark, Doctor Cosgrove, something to help fishing boats find their way home.'

    'You could be right, Robert. It could have been built here to mark the skerry.' I shovelled a load of small pebbles into Mitchell's sack and raised my voice against the wind. 'What do you think, Mr Thoms? What was this mound for?'

    Thoms looked over. He was digging a good thirty feet away, with Pratt keeping his back turned in protest as he held open a sack. 'I'm not sure,' he said, but there was something in his voice that convinced me he was lying.

    'Do you have any idea, Mr Pratt?'

    'I think you'd be best to leave it well alone,' Pratt said. He turned around but did not look directly at me, or at the cairn. 'You'll not find me touching that thing, Mr Cosgrove, and if you've half the sense you should have, you'll leave it well alone. Bloody well alone.'

    Just as Pratt finished complaining, I had a very unsettling experience that stayed with me for the remainder of my stay on that skerry. Perhaps it was the angle of the light, but for an instant I thought I saw a woman walking across the shingle toward me, her face shaded but sunlight silhouetting her statuesque body as through a transparent dress. I blinked and glanced away, but when I looked again she had vanished; there was nothing but the sky, the shingle and the circling, screaming seabirds.

    'Did you see that?' I asked, but Pratt was still swearing foully, resolutely staring out to sea, where a mist was rising between the skerry and Lady Balgay.

    'See what? I can see that bloody mist!'

    'All right, Mr Pratt,' I decided. I was not quite sure what to make of Pratt, but that vision was a bit disturbing. I shook away the feeling and decided that either I was sleeping badly or I needed a tonic. All the same, I thought it best not to antagonise the men further. 'If you are so adamant, we'll just take the shingle from round about, rather than the cairn itself.'

    'A bit further away would be better, Mr Cosgrove.' Pratt was shaking his head with surprising obstinacy. 'As far away as possible would be best of all.'

    'We'll take it from here.' I made my voice as severe as possible, for I had bent far enough to this old man's superstition, and that mist was getting thicker. I had no desire to be stuck on this godforsaken island if visibility deteriorated and the tide rose. 'Come on; the captain is waiting.' I thrust in the shovel but staggered at the weight of the load. I was a doctor, not a labourer, but I must show no weakness to the men.

    At least one of the men was not as naive as I had hoped. 'Dr Cosgrove,' Thoms said tactfully. 'It's not right that you should do the manual work. Best leave that to young Rab.'

    About to uphold my authority by persisting with my shovelling, I noticed the expression of near terror on Pratt's face and relented. Thoms was correct: I had no need to prove anything; furthermore, my duty was to care for the mental stability of these men just as much as their physical well-being. 'If this cairn is here as a marker,' I announced grandly, 'maybe it would be best to dig elsewhere. We don't want the pole to topple for lack of support.'

    I was more than curious when I saw Pratt's sudden relief.

    'That's a good idea, Doctor. The shingle is better over here.' The old man guided me to his oh-so-much superior shingle, nearly dragging me away from the central mound.

    'You dig, Rab, and the doctor can hold the sacks, eh?'

    Seagulls circled as we worked, endlessly screaming, occasionally diving so that their dark shadow flitted briefly across the backs of the men who toiled below.

    'I wish these bloody birds would go away,' Pratt glanced upward, his eyes rolling back in his head. 'I don't like their constant crying, like some damned soul calling for eternal rest.'

    'They're just birds, John.' Thoms rested for a second on the handle of the shovel. 'They're nothing but bloody, useless bloody birds.'

    'So why can't they go and catch some fish or something?' Pratt ducked as a gull swooped low overhead, its outspread wings nearly touching the top of his head. 'Did you see that? It tried to peck my eyes out.'

    'Wish it would peck your bloody tongue out,' Thoms said. 'It might keep you quiet for a while. Moan and complain; that's all you ever do!'

    I hid my grin; gratuitous insults were so normal on Lady Balgay that I considered them as healthy banter. I had been right to move away from the cairn for the ballast; the men were obviously more cheerful for the sake of those few yards. I did not like the look of that mist though, hazing the sea and creeping slowly toward us. I wondered if the woman had disappeared into it and grunted at my own imagination. Obviously, I told myself, I had spent too much time in Pratt's company.

    Light rain was falling as we dragged the boat back into the water before loading the sacks. Despite the late-winter chill we were all sweating, although the men were used to working every bit as hard on board Lady Balgay.

    'Ballast, by Christ! I'll ballast Captain bloody Milne, given the chance.' Thoms hauled another sack onto the dinghy, swearing mightily as Pratt mumbled under his breath and fingered his scrimshaw mermaid. Only Mitchell said nothing, but I think that he was more overawed by the older men than anything else. When all the sacks were on the boat, I nodded to Thoms.

    'That's the last now, Mr Thoms. We'll be back on board soon.'

    Thoms spat into the sea. 'Aye. So what? We're just exchanging one type of work for another. Why did I not choose to work in a mill?'

    'They wouldn't bloody have a bald old bugger like you, that's why.' Pratt glowered at him. 'Come on Tommy, let's get away from here.'
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    As Thoms had predicted, Captain Milne snarled at us for the time we had taken, and for loading sacks rather than just shovelling the shingle directly into the boat. 'Bloody longshore amateurs,' he spat over the side and thrust his cap forward over his eyes before jerking his thumb at Learmonth the bosun. 'Leerie, take two men and the whaler; bring me another load.'

    'Aye, sir,' Learmonth nodded to Donaldson and Mackie, two men so inseparable they could almost have been brothers. 'You two are with me.'

    'We shouldn't have taken it,' Pratt was still unhappy as he dragged the first sack on board Lady Balgay. When he released it the shingle slithered onto the deck and lay damp and glistening under the cold sun. 'Not from there.'

    'Will you keep your mouth shut?' Captain Milne snarled at him. 'You'll unsettle the men with your nonsense. Now, give a hand here.'

    'They deserve to know,' Pratt backed off from the next sack, his hands held in front of him, palm upward, 'and I'm not touching that. Not ever. It should not be on the ship.' He faced the captain. 'It's still not too late, Captain. But we can't just throw the damned stuff overboard. We'll have to replace it exactly where we got it.'

    'Why?' I had wanted to ask that question ever since I first heard Pratt complain, but now I could not contain myself. 'What is the story of Gass Skerry, Mr Pratt?' and Pratt's eyes brightened at the chance to unburden himself.

    'It's old…' he began, but Captain Milne stepped in front of him, rocking back on his heels so he was within an inch of the taller man and with his stare stabbing into Pratt's eyes.

    'You're a superstitious old bugger, Pratt, and I warn you to keep your nonsense to yourself.'

    'The lads ought to know,' Pratt insisted, until Captain Milne leaned closer, forcing Pratt to retreat until his back was hard against the mainmast. The captain dropped his voice to a menacing hiss.

    'If you repeat one word of your fairy tales, Pratt, I'll personally gut you, and throw the remains to the fish. You know that I mean exactly what I say, don't you?'

    There was a moment's silence as Pratt licked his lips. He looked from me to Captain Milne and back.

    'Don't you, Pratt?' Captain Milne balled his fists. His eyes were cloudy green.

    'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded, his head moving in a succession of rapid, uncoordinated jerks. Sweat was running from his forehead.

    'All right. Here's to help you remember.' Without any seeming effort, Milne landed a succession of swinging punches into Pratt's stomach, so the older seamen doubled up, gasping with pain. As he slid down the mast, Milne stepped back, aimed and landed a vicious kick into his ribs, following up by pressing the sole of his boot on Pratt's throat.

    'You won't forget, will you, Pratt?'

    'For God's sake…' I stepped forward to stop the violence, but Learmonth grabbed my shoulder.

    'Best not interfere, Mr Cosgrove.'

    'He'll kill him…' I began.

    'No.' Learmonth shook his head. 'Think where we are, Mr Cosgrove, and what our situation is. There's no King's Regulations here, and no policeman at the corner of the street if things go wrong. There's only the captain's authority, or anarchy. Duty or mutiny, remember? Is there any other way Captain Milne can exercise his will?'

    I restrained myself, looking around; this was not the hushed halls of Edinburgh University, nor even the policed streets of Dundee. Bleak grey waves rose on three sides, hissing as the wind whipped off the tops, tumbling in on themselves and gathering strength for a renewed assault on Lady Balgay. On the fourth side, Gass Skerry brooded under its booming surf, a trap to mariners and a vicious full stop to hundreds of miles of ocean. Anarchy out here would mean a horrible death of broken men and splintered wood. If the captain's authority was overturned, there was nothing to replace it. However brutal Learmonth's advice was, he was probably correct; primitive places required primitive action.

    Captain Milne stepped back, breathing easily. 'Are there any questions, Pratt?'

    'No, sir.' Pratt looked up, his eyes wild and both hands at his throat.

    'Good. That's settled then. Now, empty the damned sacks into the holds, and carefully, in case the stuff tears a hole in my ship!'

    'Yes, Captain.' Pratt nodded weakly. I lent him my arm to help him struggle upright.

    'Get it done now!' Captain Milne's sudden bellow echoed around the ship.

    Knocking back the battens that secured the hatch cover, Thoms and Pratt stared into the hollow blackness of the hold as the wafting air brought a stench of dampness. Dragging the first sack across the deck, Thom upended it so the shingle roared onto the bare planks ten feet below, spreading out in a grey and white mass, half seen in the dark. The second sack load followed, and the third, each one over a hundredweight, each one helping the trim of Lady Balgay, but each one adding to Pratt's patent misery.

    'Speed that up, damn you!' Captain Milne's roar shook the halliards. 'Here's the bosun nearly finished and you're still emptying sacks! I want to catch this wind while we can!'

    It took the rest of that day to load the ballast, and I was utterly exhausted when at last I withdrew to my bunk. I waited for a few moments for Pratt to come to have his injuries attended, but he seemed to accept them as part of shipboard life and did not complain.

    'He'll be all right,' Learmonth told me, unconcerned. 'He's been at sea a long time. Let it pass now.'

    About to protest, I realised that nobody else had even mentioned the incident and gave a reluctant nod. It was obvious that I had a lot to learn about working with seamen.

    In such a small craft, living accommodation was scarce, so I shared a cabin with Learmonth the bosun, who also doubled as mate. Little more than a cubbyhole, six feet long by five broad, the cabin had less than five feet of headroom except under the deck light, which allowed an extra four inches. I am a whisper less than five feet ten so I had to move in a half crouch at all times or risk concussion from frequent collision with the deck beams above. As the bunk and the desk occupied nearly all the room, Learmonth and I took it in turns to sleep, sharing the watch keeping duties. Already after only a week at sea, the bedding was damp and the cabin stank of wet clothes, wet boots and wet socks.

    To be honest, I was relieved that Pratt had not turned up, for I was in no fit state to attend a patient. I groaned, massaging my aching muscles, and collapsed on to the bunk without removing my boots or clothes. This was not how I had imagined life as a surgeon aboard a sealing vessel, but all the same, I knew I was lucky, for the rest of the crew crowded into the forecastle, or foc'sle as they pronounced it. This was a cabin that was only twice the size of mine but which held eight men. I tried not to imagine the squalor in which the crew lived as I closed my eyes. Instead I saw shovels hacking into piles of shingle, a grey sea that stretched forever and, shadowy at the periphery of my vision, the shape of an approaching woman. I knew I was not yet dreaming, but the figure was neither real nor unreal, an ephemeral creature whose origins I could not fathom.

    The fear was immediate and unreasonable, yet tinged with some sensual fascination that was nearly as powerful. I knew without question that she was the woman from the skerry, and I tried to shout out even as I watched those wide hips swaying tantalisingly and her head held quizzically to one side.

    'Who are you?' My voice was little more than a whisper in the void as she approached, walking with a well-defined roll. 'What do you want?'

    Although she came closer I could not make out her face. It was if she was veiled, hiding her identity from me even as she offered me the pleasures of her body. I called out again.

    'Jennifer? Is that you?' I reached out for her yearningly, but then somebody took hold of my shoulder and shook savagely.

    'Your watch!' Captain Milne stood over me, smiling sourly as water dripped slowly from his cap to form a small puddle on the single blanket. 'Just keep the same course and call me if anything untoward happens.' He nodded, eyes grave. 'Don't try anything on your own, Mr Cosgrove.'

    The woman had vanished and chill reality blasted in from the open door of the cabin. 'Is that the time already?' I staggered up and swore loudly as I banged my head on the solid deck beams above.

    'That's the time.'

    Captain Milne stepped aside as the bosun took my place on the bunk, folded his arms behind his head and closed his eyes. 'I'll see you at dawn, Mr Surgeon.'

    The sea seemed to be particularly malicious that night, tossing Lady Balgay in a series of lumbering jolts that sent me staggering from the cabin to the stern. Momentarily hunching in the imaginary shelter of the smokestack, I wished fervently that I was home in Dundee with my wife. That glimpse of the veiled woman in my dream had brought everything hauntingly back, and if I inhaled deeply I could imagine Jennifer's perfume, rather than the tar, soot and damp canvas smell of the ketch.

    God but I missed her; her touch, her voice, her scent, her presence, her humour and that low, throaty chuckle the meaning of which I was just beginning to understand.

    I listened to the moan of the wind through the rigging and the constant slap of waves against the hull, fought the churning sickness in my stomach and waited in passive misery for my watch to pass. I had expected that life at sea would be hard work, but had hoped for a tinge of romance, instead there was nothing but the constant tedium of paperwork combined with sheer muscle ripping labour. At best I was a petty clerk; at worst an itinerant, undervalued labourer.

    Why in God's name had I ever come out here?

    As a rogue wave baptised my watch with a cold bathful of the North Atlantic, I lurched and swore, using words that would never have entered my head a few days before. At that time I did not realise how much I was changing, but now, looking back, I can see how Lady Balgay was altering me in subtle, ugly steps so I was descending the long ladder from gentleman to what I am today. She was the catalyst, that terrible, tantalising, terrifying siren from the skerry. God help us all.

    I approached the helmsman as he stood watching the stars above and the compass in the binnacle.

    'Your watch, Dr Cosgrove?'

    'It is;' I recognised Soutar, one of the steadiest men aboard.

    'Aye,' Soutar nodded. 'You'll be all right.' There was a moment's pause as he made a minute adjustment to his course. 'I don't think it's right for a doctor to be doing the manual tasks.' He hesitated for a second and shrugged, shifting a quid of tobacco from one side of his mouth to the other. 'Still, I expect the captain knows best.' He allowed me to place a hand on the spokes of the wheel. 'Can you feel the way she handles now? She's deeper in the water, so she's got more of a bite. That's what this new ballast has done for her.'

    'She was too light before,' I reminded, still half asleep.

    'That's for certain sure,' Soutar nodded his head but did not meet my eye as he repeated, 'I expect the captain knows best. That's why he's the captain.'

    I could tell he was unhappy and decided to probe a little. 'What do you think of that affair with Pratt?' I could trust Soutar to steer a straight course even while he spoke.

    He shrugged. 'Pratt shouldn't have argued with the captain. Everybody knows that you don't disagree with Captain Milne.' He checked the stars again and spat a long stream of brown tobacco juice into the wind.

    'Is the captain that dangerous?' I asked.

    'He's not a man you want to cross.' Soutar said solemnly. 'He's a fine seaman though; none better. If anybody can find seals, Captain Milne can. That's why he's the last surviving sealing captain in Dundee. He always brings the ship home, and he always finds the seal fish.'

    When Soutar ducked his head to the binnacle, a gust of chill wind sent stinging spindrift across the taffrail to splash on to my back. I shivered, very aware of the huge expanse of sea all around.

    'I am glad about that,' I tried to smile, which is not easy when one is wet and cold. 'I made a promise to my wife that I would come home safe.'

    The wind had increased even since I had come on deck, and now a squall struck us, howling through the rigging like a tormented soul. Soutar placed his feet even more firmly on the deck and tightened his grip on the wheel. His knuckles shone white against the varnished wood.

    'Well, you're in good hands, Mr Cosgrove, as long as you do what you're told.' He looked upward and all around. 'I wouldn't like to be John Pratt though. Not now.'

    'Why is that?' I waited until Soutar relaxed a little, although his eyes were never still as they checked the stars, the rigging and the compass in a ceaseless circle of movement. However calm he appeared, Soutar was aware of everything that was happening in the ship and within the radius of his vision. 'Why would you not like to be Mr Pratt?'

    Soutar shook his head, frowning. 'Captain Milne won't forget John stood up to him, that's why. He's not finished with old John yet. Not ever on this voyage.' He glanced at me again. 'Don't argue with Captain Milne, Mr Cosgrove,' he repeated once more. 'Not if you value your health.'

    I nodded, reliving again the sudden violence of Milne's attack on Pratt, and the manner in which the old seaman had accepted the blows without retaliating. It was more surprising because Pratt was taller by at least four inches and must have accumulated a vast amount of brawling experience throughout his life. 'I'll remember that,' I said.

    Soutar shifted his tobacco and squirted another stream over the side. 'Best to, Mr Cosgrove.' He was silent for a long moment but when he spoke, his voice was low, as if he was scared of being overheard on that wind-tormented deck in the wastes of the northern Atlantic.

    'We should be glad that Captain Milne is in charge, Mr Cosgrove, for some of the boys are unhappy to sail on a ship with nothing to drink; and there was that crow on the deckhouse just before we sailed…' he shook his head again. 'And then that nonsense over the ballast. I only hope that this is a short voyage.'

    I looked at him, shaking my head. I knew that seamen used to be superstitious, but surely not in this twentieth century? Perhaps there were still some old salts such as John Pratt, but he was a product of an earlier age, a nineteenth century seaman nearing the end of his time at sea. 'I am sure that we'll be all right.'

    Soutar adjusted the wheel slightly as the wind altered. 'I've been at sea for upwards of twenty years, Mister Cosgrove, and I've seen many bad things, but I've never been on a dry ship and…' he looked astern, where our wake was white and straight across the dark sea. 'I'll be glad to get back to the Tay, Doctor, and that's all that I'm saying.'

    In the overcast, gusty night there was no need to hide my smile, but I was a surgeon, trained to obey the laws of science, and then I had no place for fantasy, superstition or luck, good or bad. 'Well, Mr Soutar, let's hope that you are wrong and we enjoy an uneventful voyage.'

    Soutar eyed me for only a second before transferring his attention to the ship. 'Aye, Mr Cosgrove, we can only hope.' He was silent for a while, and then glanced to starboard. 'Sweet God in heaven, Mr Cosgrove! Look at that!'

    A subtle shaft of moonlight had penetrated the clouds to gleam on the white sails of another ship.

    'Where the hell did she come from? And she's making straight for us!'
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       29 August 1874 This morning before breakfast I went away with the second mate, bear shooting; we shot three… we were away from the ship forty minutes only.
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    'Sweet Christ and all his angels!' Soutar could only stare at the gleaming pyramid of canvas that had appeared out of nowhere and was now thrusting silently toward us. 'It's a ghost ship, that's what it is!'

    For a moment I felt the small hairs at the back of my neck prickle, but I shook away the irrational fear. 'It's only another ship,' I tried to appear calm. 'Alter course and we'll avoid her. Anyway, the Flying Dutchman's off the Cape of Good Hope, not in the North Atlantic.'

    'There's more than one ghost ship on the sea!' There was panic in Soutar's voice. Dropping the wheel, he backed away, 'Johnnie Pratt was right!'

    Grabbing for the madly spinning spokes, I heard the rustle of the sails as they spilled wind and Lady Balgay veered to port. I swore foully when the ketch dipped her head and water surged over the prow and washed ankle deep and bitter cold over the deck.

    'What the hell's happening out there?' Captain Milne thrust out of the deckhouse with his braces flapping around his waist but the cloth cap firm on his head. 'You! Mr soft-hands-surgeon! I should have known! I said to keep the same course and call me if anything happened and you've done neither, mister. We're three points to port and there's a damned great three-master bearing so close to us I can smell the cheese on their square-headed Dutchy breath!'

    Roughly shoving me aside, Captain Milne took control of the wheel.

    I glanced at Soutar, who seemed to have recovered some of his equanimity. 'There's a sailing ship approaching, Captain. We altered course to be safe.' I was aware of Soutar's grateful nod.

    'Aye. I noticed, but I ordered you to keep the same course.' Captain Milne stared at the distant sail and grunted, straightening his cap. 'You may have been a bit premature in your alteration, Mr Cosgrove, but I see what you mean. She doesn't seem to be inclined to move, does she?' He spat expertly overboard. 'Bloody square headed non-seamen!'

    'That's what Mr Soutar thought,' I refused to condemn a man for being afraid.

    'Is that right, Soutar?' Milne glared at the helmsman.

    'Yes, sir. That's what Mr Cosgrove and I thought,' Soutar did not mention that the approaching ship might be spectral.

    'You should have taken the wheel, Soutar, rather than leave it with the good doctor.' Captain Milne smoothed his hands over the rim of the wheel. 'But let's have a look at this bugger. I don't like strange sails that bear down on us like that.' He glanced at Soutar. 'Did you not see her coming?'

    'One minute the sea was clear and the next she was right on us, Captain.' Soutar hesitated a second, glanced at me and said. 'There must be a fog bank out there. We can't see it in the dark, and she's not wearing any lights.'

    'I can't smell any bloody fog: you were sleeping, Soutar.' Captain Milne's quick glare could have melted lead, but he spat overboard and concentrated on his duty. He stared at the oncoming ship for a second, and then spun the wheel, allowing the spokes to whirl past his hand before catching them. Lady Balgay altered course and again spray and spindrift rose high, gleamed for a second in the light of a myriad stars, and spattered on to the deck.

    'Would we not be best avoiding her completely?' I tried to redeem myself with helpful advice.

    'Would you not be better keeping your prattling mouth shut and letting me run my own ship?' Captain Milne responded.

    Remembering the example of Pratt, I glanced at Soutar and said nothing.

    'Aye, she's Dutch, right enough,' Milne said a few minutes later. 'Or maybe German; she has some weird rig though. Old fashioned as buggery. She might be some Baltic trader with a cargo of flax.'

    The vessel was much larger than Lady Balgay; a square rigged three-master with a figurehead of Neptune pointing a trident and black paint peeling from her hull. Only when we were five cables lengths apart did the strange vessel's lookout appear to notice them and a surprised hail sounded across the water.

    'About time you woke up you dozy Dutch bugger,' Milne roared into a speaking trumpet. 'You've been bearing down on us for half the night, driving about the Atlantic with no blasted lights! Are you all blind or just bloody stupid?'

    The reply was incomprehensible, but seemed to satisfy Milne, who called out the hands and, in a display of seamanship all the more impressive for the casual manner in which it was carried out, eased Lady Balgay round in a course parallel to that of the larger vessel.

    'What are we doing, skipper?' Learmonth, the bosun had staggered from the foc'sle. He had sailed with Captain Milne before and held a privileged position in Lady Balgay.

    'Going alongside, Leerie.' Milne told him. 'Or do you like sailing in a dry ship?'

    'There will be the devil to pay if the owner hears,' Learmonth warned, grinning. He wiped his sleeve across his mouth. 'She's Prussian, isn't she? She'll have schnapps then, or gin.'

    Milne shrugged. 'By the time the owner hears it won't matter, will it? This is my last voyage; I'm going to buy myself a nice wee cottage somewhere a long, long way from the sea, put my feet on the fireplace and tend my garden. So what can the owner do, even if he does find out?'

    'Well, I won't tell him,' Learmonth's grin widened. 'He and I don't often drink in the same pub.'

    I glanced from Captain Milne to the bosun and back, unsure what was best to do. I remembered Sir Melville mentioning that Milne enjoyed his drink rather too much, but I had also heard the crew grumbling about sailing in a dry ship. I had a choice: either I could say nothing and trust to the captain's professionalism, or I could interfere and try to pull rank through my relationship with the owner.

    There was still a long voyage ahead of us, and, call me coward if you will, but the thought of being probably the most unpopular man in a small vessel in the Arctic was not pleasant. I looked around the men who had clustered on deck to watch the strange ship. News had spread that the captain intended purchasing bottles of what they termed 'something sensible', and they watched expectantly. I had already learned that seamen had a very hard life with meagre wages, disgusting conditions and always the risk of death or injury. I knew that their home life was little better as they existed in tiny one-roomed houses in the poorer parts of Dundee or some other coastal town and a drunken binge was their only escape from the constant misery of existence.

    The faces were intent, eyes bright as they watched the nearby ship. These men were hardened by experience, leathered by maritime storms, inured to privation. Did I have the right to deprive them of nearly their only pleasure? Legally I probably had, as I was the owner's son-in-law, but I was not in command of the ship. Morally? I dismissed the entire idea as absurd. Captain Milne would not listen to me anyway, and if I did try to interfere, I would only create bad blood that would auger ill for the remainder of this voyage.

    I tried to imagine the reaction if I ordered them not to buy alcohol. A ship was not a safe place for an unpopular man, for accidents could be arranged and there would be no witnesses. There was only one decision that I could sensibly make, so I decided to put a smile on my face and do so with good grace.

    'Captain Milne!' I pressed through the crowd to come close.

    Milne looked at me, his face closed with suspicion. 'What is it, Mister Surgeon?'

    I felt the sudden tension of the crew as they wondered what I was about to say. 'Captain Milne, I was thinking; would you consider it an imposition if I helped pay for the drink? Rather than the sum coming out of the ship's funds, I mean?'

    'Good God!' For a terrifying second I thought that Milne was about to strike me for some impropriety, but instead he grabbed my upper arms in a grip like a gorilla. 'You are a gentleman after all!' The captain raised his voice. 'Did you hear that lads? Doctor Cosgrove has offered to buy us all a drink, and that's something his father-in-law has never done in the last twenty years!'

    The cheer that followed raised my spirits and I admit I enjoyed the sudden feeling of good fellowship. Even Pratt allowed his frown to relax for an instant, while Soutar beamed his approval.

    It was certainly a surreal picture, two ships rolling side by side under the flitting stars, with the waves splintering in silver white surges under their prows and both crews lining their respective rails, exchanging raucous insults and cheerful greetings as the masters shouted across the dark water.

    The strange vessel proved to be a German vessel, Fortuna Gretel from the Prussian port of Greifswald, and she was a willing trading party. Her captain was a jovial barrel of a man who wore clothes as old fashioned as his ship but provided an entire cask of Geneva gin as well as a dozen bottles of good West Indian rum in exchange for some of my supply of guineas.

    'I'll look after these,' Captain Milne said, his eyes hungry as he grabbed eight of the bottles, 'in case some of you boys try to drink it at one session.' I thought I saw genuine pleasure in the grin he directed at me. 'This is our share, Dr Cosgrove.'

    I nodded obligingly but I wondered if I should attempt to wrest control of the rum from the captain. Sanity told me that I could not out-fight Milne, and after hearing Soutar's stories, I doubted I had the moral courage to out argue him. 'We'll drink them together, Captain, over the course of the voyage.'

    'And a much more pleasant voyage it will be now, Iain, my boy!' Captain Milne took me in a crushing bear hug so I wondered if I had been adopted as the ship's pet, and what would have happened if I had tried to prevent any alcohol being bought.

    I did not know if my decision had prevented or caused trouble and that question haunted me as Lady Balgay thrashed her way north. My apparent generosity had definitely made me a more popular man, and the helmsman even trained me in the basics of steering, provided the wind was dead astern and steady and the sea was as calm as it ever was in these latitudes.

    'Just do as I say,' Soutar advised, 'and you will be fine.'

    Sir Melville had never allowed me to steer his yacht, so I was very nervous as I grasped the varnished wood, but I admit that I came to enjoy standing at the helm, feeling the throb of the vessel through the spokes as I learned to meet each advancing wave and watch for wind and drift. With her ballast providing new stability, Lady Balgay handled well, rising to the swell, hovering for an instant and swooping down, with all fifty-eight tons of her handling as easily as any yacht.

    'Can you feel her?' Soutar sucked at an empty pipe, his face conveying only pleasure as he taught his new apprentice. 'The helmsman is the first to feel the mood of the ship. You can feel when she is happy; that's when he wants to sail forward, when she is a joy to steer.'

    'I can feel her,' I confirmed, for it was true. It felt as if Lady Balgay was a live thing, rather than a machine of wood and metal and canvas.

    'Yet she's still not quite right, is she?' Soutar said, suddenly sober. 'She wants to sail, but she knows that something is wrong and I'm damned if I know what.'

    For a moment I was tempted to mention's Pratt's distress, but I changed my mind before allowing that particular superstition out of the bag. I kicked myself mentally, wondering if I was somehow affected by the uneasy atmosphere that had pervaded this boat, which was insane. I was a doctor, for God's sake, trained to work with hard facts and logic, not vague fears and superstition. I thought of Jennifer waiting for me in the magnificence of Balgay House and shook away the old seaman's fears. In a few months I would be home, and I vowed never to leave Jennifer again, never again to venture north in the power of irrational megalomaniacs such as Captain Milne and these seamen with their hints and stories and ancient superstitions.

    Turning away, I listened to Lady Balgay's voice. She sang to the caress of the wind through her rigging and hummed with the vibration of the mainmast and mizzen, while the bowsprit and that intriguing figurehead of a naked woman thrust forward, quivering like a pointer dog as she hunted for her best route through the sea. I looked forward and smiled at those plump wooden buttocks that were so unlike Jennifer's slim figure but so like those of that other woman.

    That other woman?

    What other woman?

    The image came unbidden into my mind. She was smaller than Jennifer, dark haired and moved with an awareness of her body that was more sensual than anything I ever previously imagined. Instinctively I knew she had been with me since our visit to Gass Skerry, hovering at the fringes of my mind, waiting for me to summon her out. But who was she? I knew she was not Jennifer, so she could only be some ethereal fantasy brought forth by my nocturnal longings.

    I needed to find out, and as I concentrated my mind she returned, stepping easily toward the forefront of my consciousness with swivelling hips and shapely breasts.

    'No!' I shook my head, rejecting the image I had willingly conjured up.

    'Mr Cosgrove?' Soutar sounded concerned. 'Are you all right?'

    'Oh yes,' I forced a grin; Soutar would never understand. 'I was miles away there.'

    'Were you in Dundee perhaps?' Soutar's eyes softened, 'with a certain young lady?'

    'Something like that,' I admitted, and Soutar chuckled.

    'Well, Mr Cosgrove, this voyage won't last forever and then you'll be back with her, and things will be all the sweeter for the absence.'

    I nodded. 'Of course they will. You're right, Mr Soutar.' When I looked forward again the image was gone and the figurehead was of plain wood, white painted but without any movement other than that occasioned by the sea.

    I continued my scrutiny of the ketch. I could see the masts quiver under the pressure of the sails, the ropes and spars and pulleys all working together, a miracle of ingenuity, a picture of man's skill in bringing together a disparate mass of wood and pitch and hemp and canvas and iron to create such a wonder as this seagoing vessel. I saw the slender funnel and realised we had not yet used the engine, but we had the power of steam ready to aid us and all the engineering skills of our man from the Clyde.

    I laughed as my mood abruptly changed; I knew the image was from my own imagination: my life contained no woman apart from Jennifer and until this moment I had my priorities all wrong. I had to tell Sir Melville that work was not about amassing wealth, it was about steering a fifty-eight ton ketch in the North Atlantic, it was about watching the great waves rise and break and ease away, it was about listening to the lonely scream of the seagull and enjoying the caress of the wind. There was always the wind; day or night, it dominated our thoughts and actions; too much and we were in discomfort; too little and we might wallow between the great green troughs; just enough and everybody's spirits soared.

    I laughed with the sheer joy of controlling this beautiful creation, and I did not mind that there came an echoing laugh from somewhere just outside my awareness. For once that woman was no threat but a partner and I allowed her a share in my pleasure.

    I did not know, yet, just how dangerous she was.

    'Stop daydreaming, you idle bugger, and keep a straight course!' Captain Milne broke into my reverie and although his voice was harsh, the set of his cloth cap at the back of his head was a sure sign that he was in a good mood.

    'Aye, Captain.' I made the miniscule correction necessary and returned Milne's nod.

    'You might even make a seaman someday, Mr Surgeon,' Captain Milne gave grudging approval. 'But only with a hell of a lot of work and far more concentration.' He glanced at the western sky, from which the sun was sinking. We seemed to be sailing into clouds of tawny copper, centred by a sad orb of gold. 'Winds getting up,' Milne said, oblivious to the beauty. 'Not to worry, we'll be at the ice soon, and then we can make some more money for your father-in-law.'

    I nodded, captivated by the unexpected, nearly melancholy loveliness as I listened to the growing whine of the wind. 'This is a good life, Captain. Indeed, I can't think of a better.'

    I was surprised at the bitterness in Milne's stare. 'It's a life, Mr Surgeon, like any other. Your father-in-law's money allows you to choose how you live your life; others do not have that extravagance. For us, the sea is a necessity, not a luxury.'

    The change of mood was so sudden that I could not even protest, but the words remained to hurt me when my watch ended. I had never thought of myself as privileged, indeed, like many in my position I regarded the working class as something separate, people who lived parallel lives in a different existence, yet in sharing this small ketch I had discovered that they were in many ways no different.

    We all had aspirations, only the degree altered; I wanted a career and a comfortable life, they sought a few hours alcoholic escape from the bitter poverty they had long realised would dominate their lives. I smiled as the realisation hit; maybe that was why Sir Melville had agreed that I should sail on Lady Balgay: not to enhance my medical experience but to increase my knowledge of people.

    I stretched out on my bunk, pressing my feet against the dark-stained planking that marked the edge of my tiny cabin. Well, I had learned. I had seen the men working hard and swearing hard. I had seen them dripping wet under the lash of an Atlantic gale, and singing around the table as the rum bit home. I had heard the superstitious and the blasphemous, the godly and the sincere; I had witnessed something of the appalling violence of the seamen's existence, and I guessed that if I had been born in their underprivileged circumstances, I would react in just the same way. Now that I had gained that insight into our similarities, I was sure I was ready to return to my wife.

    It was Jennifer that I thought of when I stood on deck or worked in the cabin, but my dreams were haunted by images of that female I had never met, the dark eyed, dark headed and utterly voluptuous woman who drifted toward me on a silken crimson sea. I could not help myself from reaching for her, wondering who she was as I accepted the truth she had shared my life for some days now, subtly and slowly altering from a shifting, wraithlike figure to somebody more substantial.

    When had I first seen her? Had it really been on Gass Skerry, or had she been with me for longer? Indeed, had she always been there, an image of feminine temptation, the lust of which our schoolmasters had warned us and at which we had scoffed or surreptitiously enjoyed. I was not sure, but now she was approaching closer, tossing her fine dark hair. For a moment I imagined that it was Kate Davidson, but the colouring and curves were wrong, and then the woman opened her mouth in a loving kiss that turned into a scream of rage as Captain Milne's roar shattered the mirage.

    'All hands! Come on, lads, there's work to be done!'

    'Jesus!' The iced blast of the Arctic replaced the promise of sensuality and female caress.
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       “The sea, this truth must be confessed, has no generosity. No display of manly qualities, courage, hardihood, endurance, faithfulness, has ever been known to touch its irresponsible consciousness of power.”

       JOSEPH CONRAD

      

     

    

    The closest iceberg was small, about twenty feet long, and floated sullenly on an oily sea. There was an ugly dark green band just above the waterline, and groups of what appeared to be pebbles above that. Behind the first berg were others, of all shapes and sizes, from floes no larger than Lady Balgay's dinghy to giants that would dwarf Dundee Law.

    'Fenders lads, in case they get too close.' Captain Milne sounded very casual as he gave orders that steered Lady Balgay through the bergs, with the crew shoving at any that came too close.

    'Are these the first icebergs you have seen?' Soutar noticed how I was staring.

    'Yes, they are.' I confirmed.

    'There will be plenty more,' Soutar said. 'Some are small and some massive, but all dangerous to the ship. What you see above the water is nothing to the ice beneath, so we have to be careful.'

    'Can't we sail around them?' I asked.

    'We'll meet hundreds more Doctor, and we can't avoid them all. The captain will keep his distance when he can, and move in if there's fishing.'

    'Fishing?' I wondered.

    'Seal fishing,' Soutar told me flatly. 'We'll start to get prepared very shortly now, you mark my words.'

    Soutar was correct. The next morning Captain Milne ordered the sealing clubs to be taken from storage and the boats overhauled, with harpoons, rifles and stores checked. I had expected the clubs to be simple lengths of heavy wood, but instead they were five feet long, with an ugly spike at the back, more like a mediaeval mace or a pickaxe than a club. I lifted the nearest, marvelling at the weight.

    'This is an evil thing.'

    'So is an angry bladdernose seal,' Pratt told me quietly. 'They've got a mouthful of teeth that would put a tiger to shame, and the largest could crush you to death simply by looking at you.' He brooded quietly for a moment, obviously reliving past experiences. 'If an adult bull seal attacks you, Mr Cosgrove, particularly a bladdernose, then you'll want as much protection as you can get, and you'll think that club is far too puny by half.' He gave a sudden grin that took ten years off his age. 'There's no need to worry though, we shoot the dangerous ones long before they get too close.'

    I held the weapon, feeling the weight in my hands and trying to imagine swinging it against an animal. I thought of the sensation and the look in the seal's eyes, and knew I could never do it. I could never deliberately kill a living thing.

    'Put that pick down, Doctor, and help me check here!' Captain Milne was watching. 'Make sure there are sufficient lowery tows, won't you? And each man needs a skinning knife.'

    The lowery tows were lengths of rope for dragging sealskins over the ice, essential, functional and as romantic as a drunken kiss. The knives were coldly practical, heavy and broad bladed in a simple wooden sheath. I shivered; I had dedicated my life to healing, not destruction and I realized again that I did not belong here, so far north with a crew of hard-bitten Greenlandmen.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    The words crept into my mind with such subtlety that I did not realise I was singing them until I saw Soutar watching. They belonged to Jennifer, a warm dance hall in West Ferry and soft tenderness, not to this place of icebergs and clubs and brutal slaughter.

    But who was that woman at the back of my mind? The dark haired, curvaceous female who eased back into my consciousness was certainly not Jennifer as she slowly allowed her clothes to ease from her body until she stood entirely naked in my imagination. She came closer, emerging from the darkness to stand clear on deck, vibrant in her invitation, extending her arms toward me as she glided closer. I could not see her face, but knew she was enticingly beautiful, but repugnant in some hideous way that had nothing to do with her physicality.

    She was nearly within touching distance, sliding on that crimson silk that was not a fabric at all, but came from somewhere else, somewhere outside my imagination.

    'No,' I said quietly, and the woman, the product of some youthful fantasy or a distorted memory of my wedding night, faded slightly.

    'No!' I said the word with more emphasis and the woman slithered back, to hover beside the mizzenmast, now partially veiled by some semi-transparent gauze.

    'No!'

    'No, Mr Cosgrove?' Soutar looked at me as if I was insane. 'I didn't say anything.'

    'No?' I shook away the vision. 'Of course not. I'm sorry, Mr Soutar. I must have been imagining things.'

    'Aye.' Soutar gave an understanding grin. 'It's not surprising that you imagine things, with this being your first time up here. Many seamen actually see things, Mr Cosgrove, mermaids or mirages or suchlike, particularly in the long night watches. But don't you worry; you'll learn to ignore your imaginings.'

    'I'm not concerned about that,' I was very aware of the tune that continued to play through my head and wished I had never decided to go on this voyage. When this gloom was upon me I thought I had gained nothing at all from the enforced absence from Jennifer.

    The shadow behind the mizzenmast was motionless but I knew she was there, waiting for me to relax my concentration before she appeared, tempting me with the allure of unadorned femininity that belonged only partially to my wife. I knew I must fight the image; I must fight to retain the morality Jennifer deserved and my upbringing as a British gentleman required. I had not fully recognised this aspect of my character before, but the lonely voyage had obviously awakened dormant desires that only a true marriage would cure. Closing my eyes, I fled below to find solace in the medical journals I had brought with me and the comforting bite of a deep glass of rum.

    I did not want to sleep that night because I knew she would still be there, waiting, her presence a temptation that would menace the decorum of any gentleman, but yet I knew I wanted her caress and the pleasure of her imaginary company. Oh God help me, if only she had remained in my imagination!

    'All hands on deck. Prepare for a stormy time!'

    Captain Milne's bellow had almost been a relief, dragging me from the torments of disturbed sleep, but when I stepped on deck I could not resist my gasp. Where a few days ago there had been a scattering of icebergs on an otherwise normal sea, now Lady Balgay was approaching what seemed like a never-ending plateau of ice. If I looked north or west or east, all I could see was white desolation, mile after mile of featureless wilderness, scoured by a low but penetrating wind that simultaneously brought forth tears and froze them to my cheeks.

    'Where are we?'

    'At the ice,' Soutar was at the helm, remorselessly chewing tobacco but with his eyes busy, watching everything at once. 'This is what it's all about, Iain my boy… I mean, Dr Cosgrove, ice and snow and bitter cold. We'll be at the seals soon, you mark my words.'

    'I knew there was ice,' I said, 'but not like this!'

    'Ice comes in a thousand different shapes,' Soutar told me, and returned all his attention to the wheel. Lady Balgay was making slow progress, gliding a cables' length from the edge of the ice plateau with her bow barely making a ripple in the water and the Naked Lady under her bowsprit pointing the way forward. Birds flocked around us, clamouring for food.

    'Bloody birds,' Thom grunted. 'They'll die before they get anything from this starvation ship. Bloody sawdust and rancid spittle, that's what we're fed on here. God save us if we're nipped in the ice.'

    'There's no God out here,' Pratt said slowly. 'We discarded him back on Gass Skerry.' Ignoring Thoms' glower he nodded to me. 'Good morning Doctor; best put your furs on, or you'll bloody freeze.'

    I was already aware of the frost forming around my lips and the warning numbness in my fingers. Returning below, I hauled on what Jennifer had called my cold weather gear before returning on deck to stare at my surroundings. The ice stretched into the void that was the horizon, awesome in its infinity, but without a whisper of wind to ruffle the limp sails so only the engine pushed Lady Balgay onward, the steady putt-putt and trail of greasy smoke reassuringly civilised amidst the rawness of the Arctic wilderness.

    'That's better, doctor.' Thoms grinned to me through the fringe of his fur hood. He gestured to the north. 'Do you like it? This is where we earn our money. This is the land of the seal fish.'

    'You won't need your surgery here, doc; not for the seals anyway.' Mackie had been quiet most of the voyage, but he seemed lively enough now as he tested the swing of a sealing club. The weapon hissed as it passed through the air a few inches from my head. 'We'll massacre the buggers!'

    'That's what we'll do, Macks!' Like Mackie, Donaldson was in his early thirties, both men of middle height and with nothing distinctive in feature or speech. 'Crash! And there's another dead seal. Batter! And one more for the flensing knife!'

    'That's the way, Billy! Smash the bastards! Break their skulls!' Mackay gave a high pitched laugh as he swung again, so both men stood on deck, swinging their clubs and grinning with pleasure at the prospect of the forthcoming butchery.

    Captain Milne was half way up the mast, his cloth cap finally discarded in these frighteningly low temperatures and a fur cap with spaniel-like earflaps covering his head. He extended a battered brass telescope to its full extent as he examined the ice ahead. 'Can you hear them?'

    I shook my head, and Pratt and Thoms looked at each other. 'Not yet Captain,' Thoms said. 'We can't hear them yet.'

    'You bloody will. Can't you smell them?'

    I took a deep breath. There was nothing in the wind but salt air and the curiously damp smell of sea ice, unlike anything I had smelled before.

    'I can't smell them yet, Captain,' Thoms repeated. 'Where are they?'

    'Not far ahead. Follow the ice, Soutar, and watch for the seal fishes.'

    'Yes, Captain.' Soutar did not seem surprised at this addition to his responsibilities as Lady Balgay cruised slowly onward, nosing aside tiny floes and with her wash bouncing off the ice plateau as the hands clustered on deck, waiting for their captain to find the seals. Astern, our smoke left a sooty smudge on the once-pristine ice.

    For a moment I envisaged Ross the chief engineer caring for his machinery as Torrie the fireman shovelled coal into the furnace. They were the unseen and often unappreciated men who made the difference between a vessel at the mercy of the weather and one capable of independent motion; the engine room was the beating heart of the ship, as Captain Milne was the brain and the seamen were the muscles and sinews. And me? What part did I play? For most of this voyage I had been little more than an appendage, a useless observer shuffling documents that few would ever read.

    'Mitchell!' Captain Milne hardly raised his voice but the youngster looked up, all youth and eagerness. 'Get to the masthead! See if you can see anything!'

    Without taking breath, Mitchell ran aloft, using the backstay for balance and then shinning up the mast until he reached the very tip, where he clung unconcerned by the height as he scanned the ice.

    'That lad's like a bloody monkey,' Thoms said sourly. 'He should be a fairground acrobat, not a sailor.' He looked up, grudging admiration in his eyes.

    'Sing out when you see them, Mitchell!' Milne ordered, and altered his position slightly to look ahead.

    'I hear them Captain,' Pratt said, eager to please despite the still healing bruises on his face. 'You were right!'

    'Of course I was bloody right!' Captain Milne showed no pleasure in Pratt's praise.

    'Aye, Captain,' Pratt said. 'They're maybe three miles ahead.' He looked aloft, where Milne was scanning the ice with his telescope. 'Only you could hear them at that distance, Captain.'

    'Hear what? What can you hear?' I asked. I strained as best I could, but heard only the ever present creaking of Lady Balgay, the faint growl of the engine, the cold clink of ice and the sound of the waves slapping at the hull.

    'I can hear the seals, Mr Cosgrove. Can't you hear the bloody seals? They're as plain as the tits on a Dock Street whore!' Captain Milne glared at me, his eyes as poisonous as ever. 'Now close your mouth and open your ears, Mr Surgeon!' Looking away, he spat overboard in obvious disgust. 'God save us from amateur sailors.' Shaking his head, he scampered up the ratlines for a better look.

    As we cruised just off the edge of the ice, I watched the tiny waves wash against the shelf, and the occasional floe break free to be sucked under the iron-shod forefoot and destroyed by the churning screw. Eider duck hopped along the silver white plateau, perched on infrequent hummocks or flew alongside, to dive and swim as travelling companions to the Greenlandmen. I looked in vain for a feature on which to focus but mostly this ice was flat, empty and featureless as it stretched forever into the vast vacuum of the north.

    Then she was there again; that enigmatic woman was watching me, her smile enticing even though her features were unclear as she emerged from the shadows. She drifted closer, brushing unfelt and unseen against Learmonth's hand as she approached, her face still nebulous but her shape as distinct as a classical goddess and as disturbing as un-confessed sin. I shook my head; she could not be real, I knew she must be merely a personification of womanhood that desire had called from my subconscious. I had to school myself to ignore her; I must maintain my concentration, apply myself to my work here and remember that Jennifer was waiting.

    Jennifer was real. Jennifer was my wife. This creature was unreal; this creature was a manifestation of my desire, a warped fantasy that natural marriage would cure.

    'There! We have them!' Snapping shut his telescope, Milne slid down the ratlines as if he were a youth of twenty rather than a man who would never see his fifties again. 'There is an entire shoal of seals, ripe for the capture!' He raised his voice. 'We'll have the sails down, Bosun, for all the bloody good they are in this calm, and tell Ross to stop the engine.' Captain Milne glowered around the deck, his flash of good humour quickly replaced by his customary distrust of everything and everybody. 'We'll make fast to the ice, Learmonth, and see how good this crew really is.' He raised his voice only slightly. 'Ice anchor on each bow, lads, and make sure the cables are stout and secure.'

    The crew chattered contentedly amongst themselves as they obeyed. Knowing I was as useless on deck as I was below, I leaned back, my professional interest roused by the attitude of men immediately prior to a hunt; they were relaxed, cheerful with the prospect of adding to their wages, but only Mackie and Donaldson seemed in any way animated. With the captain watching everything through suspicious eyes, Learmonth spoke into the voice pipe that led to the engine room, giving quiet orders that brought Lady Balgay to a stop. She sat there, rocking very gently with her masts swaying in unison against the unending ice.

    'It's different from Dundee, eh Doctor?' Learmonth was a middle-sized, stocky man with a down turned mouth but intelligent eyes. Producing a squashed packet of Woodbine cigarettes from his pocket, he thrust one between his lips and offered me another.

    'No, thank you,' I refused and turned slightly away, trying to ignore the woman who stood in profile, half hidden by the mainmast, just as a sudden gust of wind came from the south, slamming Lady Balgay against her cable. 'Blast!' I staggered and grasped the rail for balance.

    Cursing more forcibly, Learmonth put his left hand backward, onto the winch. He yelled sharply and loudly, and looked down, swearing in a long repetitive monotone. At first I could see nothing but the blood that oozed onto the deck, but I quickly realized that the sudden tightening of the cable chains had moved the cogwheel of the winch, trapping Learmonth's hand.

    'Leerie!' I stepped closer, but Soutar was there first.

    'What the hell happened?'

    'My hand's caught in the winch!' Learmonth swore again as Lady Balgay moved and the teeth of the cogwheel chewed into his palm, gnawing at the flesh.

    'You stupid bugger!' Pushing me out of the way, Soutar took over. 'Reverse the winch! Free Leerie's hand!'

    I heard a definite crunch of bone as the cogwheel relaxed its grip, agonisingly dragging the metal teeth clear of Learmonth's palm. 'That's a bit of a mess,' Soutar stared at the blooded ribbons of flesh that hung down from the injured hand. 'Thank God we've got a real doctor on board. Get below and let Doctor Cosgrove sort you out.'

    Perversely pleased that there had been an accident so I could show my skills, I took charge, leading the bosun down to our cabin as the remainder of the crew got on with the much more important task of hunting for seals.

    Lack of space in the tiny room had forced me to stow my medical chest under the shared bunk while the half dozen medical volumes that were all I could take were squeezed onto a makeshift bookshelf against the bulkhead.

    'You just make yourself comfortable,' I ordered in my professionally cheerfully tone as I pored over the contents of the chest, wondering which was best. 'There are all sorts of useful things in here.' I looked up, 'we'll have you right in a jiffy, Mr Learmonth.'

    The laughter was sudden and disturbing as it echoed sardonically through the cabin. I looked up, shaken. That was not Leerie; I knew that other woman was waiting in a dark recess of my mind, but this concrete and useful work made it easier to ignore her.

    'Are you all right, Doctor?' Learmonth asked. 'You looked all queer there for a moment.'

    'Me? You're the patient, Mr Learmonth.' I calmed my nerves by examined the wound for longer than was necessary. Ignoring Learmonth's instinctive flinch of pain, I felt for broken bones. 'There: you have a broken finger and a nasty gash. We'll clean up the mess, splint the bone and then we'll soon have you stitched up all nice and pretty, and with a handsome scar to show your wife.'

    'My wife left me three years ago,' Learmonth's eyes were like hot coals. 'She ran off with a riveter from the shipyard. It's not easy for a woman when her man's away all the time.'

    'I'm sorry,' I looked up quickly, cursing my wayward tongue. 'I didn't know.'

    'Well you should have damned well asked,' Learmonth snarled. 'Now get on with your job so I can get back to mine!' He opened his hand, staring without expression as I set the bone and swabbed the wound. He showed no more emotion as I threaded a needle with catgut and prepared to stitch.

    'Now you hold still, Mr Learmonth, and we'll have you right.'

    'Get a bloody move on, man and don't prattle so much!'

    After years of working at sea, Learmonth's skin was so tough it resisted the push of the needle so I had to work the point through the mangled flesh. Bright blood dripped onto the cabin deck, joining the thousand stains that were already there, but Learmonth did not flinch, merely watching to ensure I made a seamanlike job of his hand.

    'That will scar nicely,' I stepped back, holding my head to one side as I examined his handiwork. 'It will be sore for a couple of days, and you can't use the finger anyway, so you have a fine excuse not to do any work,' my satisfied grin quickly faded as the bosun looked up.

    'I'll be working in five minutes if you get a bloody move on.' Learmonth's voice was sour as week old milk.

    'I'm surprised that such a thing happened to such an experienced man as you are.' I decided to ignore Leerie's caustic remarks. Pain can have such an effect.

    'It's not surprising it happened on this ship of the damned.' Learmonth spoke so matter- of- factly that at first I thought I had not heard properly and asked him to repeat his words.

    'I said it was not surprising,' Learmonth explained. 'Some of the men believe this ship is damned, Dr Cosgrove. You must know that by now as much as we all do.'

    'Well, let's hope that they are wrong,' I heard the unease in my own laughter but quickly dismissed the idea as another example of seaman's superstition. I wrapped a clean linen bandage around Learmonth's hand. 'How does that feel?'

    'It's all right,' the bosun gave grudging praise, which I realised was all that he was capable of.

    'You can get back to work now, if you must,' I said. 'But try to keep your hand dry.' I smiled at the ironic look that Learmonth gave me. We both knew it was impossible to keep dry on a small ketch tossing and bobbing in the Arctic, so the bandage would be a sodden mess within five minutes. Short of ordering Learmonth not to work at all, there was nothing more that I could do. 'Come and see me tomorrow.'

    'We're in the same cabin, Doctor. Of course I'll see you tomorrow!'
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       It is by no means enough that an officer of the navy should be a capable mariner… He should be as well a gentleman of liberal education, refined manners, punctilious courtesy, and the nicest sense of personal honor. He should be the soul of tact, patience, justice, firmness, and charity.'

       JOHN PAUL JONES 1775

      

     

    

    Returning to deck, I looked again at the surroundings, already hating the bright starkness of the terrain; this would be a terrible place to die, I thought, and wondered what morbid fantasy had brought that into my head. The old time whaler men had spoken of beauty up here, the romance of the wilderness with nights that never grew dim and the spectacular aurora borealis, dazzling colouring and intricate patterns of ice, but today I could see none of that. Instead everything was white and grey, with danger lurking at every corner and cold so intense that every tormenting breath augmented the beard of ice around my mouth.

    Pratt looked up and sniffed the air. 'There's a wee breath of wind, lads, but it's coming from the north. Can't you smell the seals?'

    Thoms nodded, and Mackie laughed, swinging his club against an imaginary object. 'I can smell them, Johnny boy!'

    Captain Milne grunted. 'You'll be among them soon enough, Mackie. Bosun! You look after the ship. 'Mitchell, stay with him, and Ross, you attend the engines. I want everybody else ashore; everybody! That includes you, Torrie, and you, Doctor. Take seal clubs and rifles, boys; Pratt, you carry the lowery tows and let's get to the fishing!'

    Unsure what to expect and unable to help, I could only watch as the crew bustled around. The seal clubs with their vicious spikes were wielded and displayed, together with half a dozen rifles of various makes from the truly terrible Martini Henry to the more modern Lee-Enfield and an assortment of ropes and lines.

    'Remember the food and water, boys, in case we get separated!' Captain Milne gave his orders in a tone much more cheerful than that he normally employed. 'And I want every man to touch the Lady for luck before we go.' He stood sentinel to ensure that everybody going on to the ice scrambled forward to fondle the figurehead. I had to go too, of course, inching slowly forward and fumbling my hands over the smooth wood as I thought of the terrible woman of my dreams and felt the sickness deep in my stomach. The captain was last, balancing on the bowsprit and cupping a wooden buttock in each gloved hand. He gave a final affectionate pat. 'There we go now.'

    All padded up and looking more like bears than men, we stepped on to the booms that had been hung protectively over side and jumped the two feet to the ice. I could feel the tense excitement underlying the men's normal air of competence, and I knew they were looking forward to the coming slaughter; they were professional hunters, perfectly at home in this harsh environment of snow and ice.

    Thoms winked at me. 'Just leave the killing to us, Doctor, and you enjoy the scenery.'

    My smile was forced; I could sense that woman again, a shadowy figure lurking at the fringe of the hunters. She did not look at me but slithered around the bodies of men, as if searching, and then she smoothed a wanton hand over Pratt's face. I am sure I heard a low, taunting laugh, but it might have been the moan of wind across the ice. Shivering, I looked again but there was no woman at all, only the bulky-clothed Greenlandmen lumbering into the waste. Pratt was speaking with Thoms, hefting a seal club with casual unconcern, Captain Milne was in front and the rest hunched against the cold and moved forward, step by slow step.

    To these men, hunting in the high latitudes was normal; this was how they made their living, paid their bills, and supported their wives and families. I shook my head; I had been wrong. However much I had enjoyed steering Lady Balgay, I could never become accustomed to this life.

    Nor could I become inured to the environment. There was no landscape in this stretch of the Greenland Sea, no scenery, nothing on which to focus the imagination; nothing but the ice stretching in a monotonous plateau to the far horizon, white and featureless and ugly under bulging grey clouds. Only Lady Balgay broke the dreariness, with a thin wisp of smoke from her funnel and her sails neatly furled on slender spars. At that moment I thought she looked beautiful, for she was their only link with civilisation and with Jennifer.

    'Have you been on a seal hunt before?' Donaldson hefted the only harpoon on board and looked directly at me. Normally a morose man who communicated in single syllables, today his eyes were glowing with some inner fire as he prepared to fish the seals.

    I shook my head. 'No.'

    'Well, it's a bloody business, Mr Cosgrove, and people are often squeamish the first time, but it's necessary.' He hefted the harpoon. 'If you want to stay behind…'

    'He's a doctor,' Thoms pointed out. 'Of course he'll be all right. He's used to blood and gore and guts. It's his job. Look at the way he patched up the bosun's hand.' Thoms lightened his voice in what might have been an attempt to flatter me. “Ho hum, it's just a wee cut, and I'll soon have you stitched up, my boy”.'He grinned. 'This will be nothing to you, Doctor. This will be nothing at all. Just avoid the great bulls and you'll be fine, eh?'

    As they slithered and slid north, I became aware of the noise. At first I thought a trick of the wind caused that persistent moaning, but as we continued, the sound increased, altering its tone but always present until it seemed as if we were advancing into bedlam, a cacophony of moans and yells and screams that stretched in an unbroken arc before me.

    'What's that?'

    'That, Mr Cosgrove, is what you could not hear from Lady Balgay.' Captain Milne seemed quite pleased to explain. He lowered the Lee-Enfield rifle that was balanced on his shoulder and clicked the magazine into place. 'That is the sound of profit for the owners and wages for us men who have to work for our living. That, Mr Cosgrove, is the sound of seal-fish.' He gestured ahead, 'and there we have the shoal.'

    I stopped in disbelief as I realised what I was seeing. It was my first sight of the sheer scale of this enterprise and it sucked the breath from my body. I had expected perhaps fifty or a hundred seals, something similar to the numbers that rested on the sandbanks off Tentsmuir at the entrance to the Firth of Tay, but here the seals were numbered in the thousands and tens of thousands. They lay on the ice in a seething mass of animals, from the massively old to the newly born; males, females and pups all together, crying and moaning in a sound fit only for the deepest pits of hell, or the shaded borders of a madman's mind.

    'I've never seen the like. There must be acres and acres of them.'

    'Aye, but such a sight is very rare, Mr Cosgrove.' Thoms balanced his club across his shoulder. 'Only Captain Milne can find them. My father was a sealing man, and he told me of shoals twice, three times, ten times this size. He had tales of shoals of seals so vast that two or three ships could work the same one, but never be in sight of each other. Imagine, mile after square mile of seal fish, just waiting to be captured.' He shook his head. 'I just don't know what's happened to them.'

    Captain Milne shook his head. 'I don't know and I don't care, Thoms, but all that matters is that we have found our seals, so let's get busy, eh?'

    'That's not all! Look over there!' Charles Mackie sounded like a schoolboy as he pointed. 'There's a bear!'

    'You're right, Macks!' Donaldson lifted his club and waved it threateningly. 'Come here, Bruin! See what I have for you! Come over here!'

    I followed the direction of their pointing fingers and nodded. The bear was on all fours but when it caught the scent of Man it rose to its back legs. Nine feet high, it raised its forepaws in the air before falling back down and approaching at a lumbering walk, and it was a sight so menacing that I felt any courage I had drain through my boots into the ice. An animal safely confined in a zoo is a pitiable sight, a creature as bereft of its natural vitality as a patient in a hospital, but the same animal loose in its own wilderness is a different proposition; wild savage, dangerous; frightening. I could hear the sullen pad of its paws and imagined the great claws slashing me to gobbets of bloody flesh.

    'They say that the Polar Bear is one of the few animals that hunts a man by choice,' Pratt murmured, and I wondered where such an obviously undereducated man collected such a snippet of information, but the reactions of the other Greenlandmen were more expected.

    'It's going to attack us!' Mackie yelled, but there was no fear in his voice. 'Give me a rifle!' Snatching a Martini Henry from the nearest man, he depressed the under lever and slid a cartridge into the open breech. Raising the lever back into place he aimed quickly. 'I'll take a trophy home with me!'

    'He's after the seals,' Soutar said quietly, 'he's not interested in us.' But Mackie was not listening.

    There was an outburst of giggling from Donaldson, who held his club as if it were a talisman, but the other hunters only watched as Mackie fired.

    The shot was shockingly loud, an obscenity amidst the seal sounds in that vast expanse of nothing. When the gust of greasy white smoke cleared, I could see that the bear had been struck in the shoulder. The animal stopped, shook his head and bit frantically at the wound before turning away and heading toward the seals that were its natural prey.

    'Leave it now,' Soutar advised. 'We're after seals.'

    'I want a trophy. I want its head for my wall!' Mackie worked the lever again, thrusting another cartridge into the breach. He knelt on the ice and took careful aim, as Donaldson pointed excitedly.

    'There are more, Macks; there's a female and cubs.'

    Mackie's second shot hit the bear high in the left hind leg and it staggered and roared, turning around to bite at the wound.

    'Good shot, Macks! Shoot again! Put one right up its arse!' Donaldson was giggling in his excitement.

    'Watch this, Billy!' Standing, Mackie leaned forward and jerked the trigger. The shot missed completely.

    'You stupid bugger! Give it to me! Let me try!' Donaldson grabbed at the rifle, but Mackie wrestled it free.

    'No! It's my bear!'

    The other men were watching, some silent, others encouraging Mackie or jeering as he failed to kill the bear.

    'His wife will get you!' Donaldson was laughing as the female bear came closer, sniffing the air. She raised her head in the air and looked directly at Mackie. 'Look! Here she comes!'

    'Come on, you big white bugger! Come this way!' Working the bolt like a machine, Mackie fired again, putting two more shots into the male bear, each one causing it to stagger, while bright blood stained the off-white fur. He swore as he realised his package of cartridges was empty and fumbled for another, tearing at the stiff paper with clumsy, gloved fingers.

    'Jesus!' I saw the sweat suddenly start from Mackie's face as the female bear began to move purposefully toward him. Great pieces of loose ice flew from her paws as she advanced, head held low. 'Christ help me!'

    'Oh for God's sake!' Lifting his more modern Lee-Enfield, Captain Milne took aim and fired a single shot that crashed into the female's skull. The great bear jerked, hesitated and fell, slithering forward so her head was within a few feet of Mackie. 'Now finish off the male, Mackie, and we can capture some seals. Shoot it between the eyes.'

    Sliding in one of the huge Martini cartridges, Mackie worked the lever, took careful aim and fired, but when the bear kept moving; again Captain Milne killed it with a single shot. 'You'd better deal with the cubs,' he said quietly, 'if you want your trophy.'

    Laughing now that the danger was past, Mackie ran past the dead female and shot each cub in the body, watching as they squealed and writhed on the ice. 'I want to keep the heads,' he said, as he watched them die. Lifting the club, he crashed it down on the nearest animal's chest. 'There! That's for you!' He raised it again, grunting with each blow until the cubs lay in a mess of mangled bloody fur. When Mackie looked up there were blood spots on his face. His eyes danced with excitement.

    'You can behead them in your own time,' Captain Milne told him. 'We're here for the sealing.'

    'What do we do now?' I had been a sickened spectator but the other hunters did not seem concerned at the slaughter of the family of bears. Only Soutar looked annoyed, but I suspected it was more at the waste than the cruelty.

    'We capture seals,' Soutar said sourly. 'Watch and learn.'

    Levelling his rifle, Captain Milne aimed at a mother seal the size of a young cow and fired, blasting a hole in her head from five feet range. The seal jerked backward and slithered down in a bloody heap. Moving forward, Mackie smashed his club on the skull of both dog-sized pup, killing them instantly. The other men were equally busy, moving from seal to seal with quick murder, shooting the males or large females and clubbing the pups in a display of controlled slaughter that was appallingly fascinating in its ruthlessness.

    'Come on Doc! This is why we're here.' Already spattered with blood, Thoms dispatched a brace of pups with two deft blows and moved on to a young female, who stared at him through huge brown eyes but made no attempt to leave the pups that suckled her.

    Although I had never hunted myself, I had no objection to others shooting grouse in the Glens of Angus or wild fowl by the Tay, but this was murder. This utterly unconcerned slaughter of squealing animals turned my stomach.

    'If the weather was better we would wait a few days,' Donaldson explained, casually thrusting his harpoon into a large male and twisting to enlarge the wound. 'That way the pups would have finished suckling and they would have more blubber on them, but there's a blow on the way.'

    'Is there?' Hiding the nausea that threatened to overcome me, I looked at the sky. The drab, featureless grey reached without a break from horizon to horizon. There was no indication of wind or storm. 'How can you tell?'

    'The captain said so,' Donaldson said, ripping out his harpoon with as much emotion as if he were shifting a forkful of hay. The seal squealed, its mouth wide open.

    'I see.' I watched the seal writhe in its death agony. I was surrounded by similar scenes as the crew of Lady Balgay earned their wages, shooting and clubbing and butchering the helpless animals. The ice began to change colour from white to watery red as the blood spread all around.

    'Over here!' That was Thoms' voice. 'This one is fighting back!'

    The large male was rearing up, slashing at Thoms with teeth far larger than I had expected.

    'It's a bladdernose,' Soutar said calmly. He balanced his club across his shoulder and watched for a moment. 'Vicious buggers them. If they get a hold of you they'd rip your arm off, if you're lucky.' He raised his voice. 'Just shoot the bastard!'

    Nodding, Thoms reached back to exchange his dripping club for the Martini-Henry, but as he did so Captain Milne arrived with his Lee-Enfield under one arm and a bloody club in his left hand.

    'No. We've wasted enough money on bullets killing these bears. What will the owners say when they hear about all this expenditure? It's only a seal.' Pulling his fur cap forward so the peak extended level with his nose, he glowered around the circle of panting hunters.

    'Pratt. You always have too much to say for yourself. Go and kill that bugger. Show us all how it's done.'

    The order was so casual that I thought the captain was joking, until I saw the expressionless green eyes and sensed Pratt's dismay. Suddenly I remembered Soutar's words:

    'Captain Milne won't forget John stood up to him, that's why. He's not finished with old John yet. Not ever on this voyage.'
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       There are three sorts of people; those who are alive, those who are dead, and those who are at sea.

       ATTRIBUTED TO ACHARSIS, 6TH CENTURY BC

      

     

    

    Was this order the captain's retaliation for John Pratt's earlier opposition? Was Captain Milne proving his authority by sending Pratt forward to kill a bladdernose seal with only a club? It was unbelievable, and yet, the men were in a semi- circle, watching, waiting to see what would happen. They expected Pratt to obey.

    When the seal reared up, I saw it was larger than any I had seen before and a hundredfold more aggressive than the animals that lay supine on the sandbanks of the Tay. Silver coloured, with mottled dark markings, it was at least nine feet long, with a body three times as thick as a man, and when it opened its mouth it displayed rows of sharp yellow fangs.

    'Captain…' I protested, but Pratt had obeyed orders and was already moving forward, swinging the great spiked seal club.

    'Come on you great bladdernose bastard!' Pratt roared, but even as he advanced, the seal lunged forward, swinging its head. Pratt reared back, cursing, but the fangs ripped across his face, drawing bright blood and sending him reeling back, one hand to the wound as he yelled his pain. He crouched for an instant, making low gargling noises, with both hands covering his face and the club lying neglected on the ice, but Captain Milne was not finished with him yet.

    'Try again, Pratt,' Captain Milne ordered, but it was obvious that the man was badly injured and I snatched the Martini-Henry from Donaldson. I fired, once, gasped at the massive recoil, worked the lever as I had seen Mackie do, thrust in one of the clutch of cartridges passed by a willing hand and fired again, this time steeling myself for the kick. Moving closer so I was between the seal and the wailing Pratt, I continued to fire, shot after shot until the seal subsided on the ice.

    Still living but bleeding from half a dozen wounds, the bladdernose slumped, and then three of the hunters were on top, clubs swinging madly as they sought to crush out its life. Thoms stood on the massive back, crashing down his club until the spike jammed in the seal's massive skull.

    'Got you, you murderous bastard! Bite John would you?' He wrestled the spike free and smashed down again, panting and swearing in his anger and horror.

    Captain Milne watched with the clouds clearing from his eyes. 'You'll pay for these cartridges, Doctor! They were Sir Melville's property and he doesn't like waste, by Christ! That's the price of five bullets deducted from your wages!'

    'Pratt!' Ignoring Captain Milne, I dropped the rifle and held the bleeding man. He writhed in my arms, clutching his face. 'Take away your hands so I can see. Take your hands from your face!'

    Holding his mittens close, Pratt shook his head. Blood had already soaked through the thick wool and was dripping onto the ice. He was whining, high pitched and horrible.

    'You must let me see, John,' I tried to pull the man's hands away but Pratt held them tight, shaking his head. 'Right, Mr Pratt, we're going back to the ship. Come on.'

    Captain Milne looked over, his face impassive. 'That's twice you've failed to obey orders Pratt. I told you to kill it, not play with it. And you too, Doctor. I said no firing. I won't forget this day, Mr Cosgrove; you may be assured of that.'

    I looked up, feeling anger deeper than I had ever experienced as I held the captain's bitter green eyes. 'Nor will I, Captain Milne, nor will I. This man might have been killed…'

    'This is a man's job, Doctor. He knew that when he signed articles with the ship. It's mutiny or duty, remember.' Captain Milne sharpened his voice. 'Now take him away from my sight and stitch him up like a baby. When you're done, send him back to work. Thoms, you and Torrie go with the doctor.'

    'Why?' Torrie, young and truculent, demanded.

    'In case there are more bloody bears!'

    Pratt staggered on the way back, making small mewing noises of pain as he tried to hold his ripped face together. Blood seeped through his fingers to drip on the ice, leaving our trail polka dotted with crimson. The flow increased as we walked and I wondered how to cope with such an obviously dangerous loss of blood.

    'What's happened?' Learmonth was waiting to help us on board Lady Balgay.

    'Bladdernose,' Thoms said shortly, as Learmonth looked at me with an I-told-you-so expression on his face.

    'Get him down to my cabin,' I ordered, surprised that I could take charge so easily. 'And you two get back to the sealing.'

    'But the captain said…' Thoms looked to Pratt.

    'This man is not going back to work today,' I told him. 'Not judging by the amount of blood he has lost.' There was a crimson smear stretching across the deck, to match the blood that spattered all along our trail from the seals.

    Settling Pratt on the bunk, I looked around the cramped and unsanitary surroundings and swore. My medical training at Edinburgh University had not prepared me for working in such primitive conditions, but there was no help for it. Taking a deep breath to settle my jangled nerves, I touched Pratt's hand. The sealer whined and tried to move away.

    'Right, Mr Pratt. I'm going to have a look at your face.'

    Pratt whimpered.

    'Come on now, John.' I hardened his tone. 'If I look at it, I can help. If not, you could get gangrene, the wound will become poisoned and your whole face will be infected. If I don't treat you, John, you most certainly will die.'

    The whimpering increased for a moment, but then Pratt slowly lowered his hands. He looked up through eyes desperate with fear and pain. His nose was smashed and a mask of bubbling blood concealed everything else. In short, his face was a mess.

    I took another deep breath. 'All right. That doesn't look so bad. I'm going to clean away the blood and see what I can do. Prepare yourself, John.'

    A word to Ross brought warm water from the engine room, but I had to ignore Pratt's howls as I washed the wound. The seal's teeth had gouged across both cheeks and broken his nose, leaving a gaping wound that poured with blood. Shaking my head, I set to work, allowing Pratt a generous tot of brandy to nerve him for the ordeal.

    'This will sting a little,' I warned, knowing that the iodine would double the agony. 'Here's more brandy.'

    Pratt swallowed the spirit like water, his eyes pleading for relief. As I began work he yelled as shrilly as a child, writhing on the bed at every touch of the iodine.

    'Don't! Please stop!'

    I sighed and stepped back. 'Try to lie still, John. There's no help for it, I'm afraid. We have to clean the wound thoroughly, for we do not know what sort of dirt is on the teeth of that seal. I don't want you to die.'

    Learmonth thrust through the door. 'John's not the bravest of men' he said quietly. 'Come on. I'll hold him.'

    With Learmonth's help, I swabbed deeper, ensuring there could be no possible infection from the animal's teeth. 'Right, Mr Pratt. That's the worst over.' Looking at my hands, I realised I was shaking, but whether with retained anger from the captain's sadistic order or worry at working in such primitive conditions, I was not sure. For a moment I eyed the brandy bottle, but at that time I had enough sense not to fall into that temptation. I could not let down this surprisingly vulnerable man whose big eyes followed me everywhere, pleading for release from pain.

    'All right, John. Hold still now.' I tried to ignore the fear in Pratt's face as he prepared himself for renewed agony.

    It was easy enough to bandage the broken nose, but difficult to stitch the face with my patient twitching and wincing with every prick of the needle. 'Hold still, man and it will be over quicker.'

    Pratt nodded pathetically. 'Yes, Doctor I'll try.'

    At last it was complete and Pratt lay on the bunk with his face swelling and bruised, crossed by a livid stitched scar. The terror in his eyes had not diminished.

    'Will I die, Mr Cosgrove? Will I catch gangrene and die?'

    I shook my head and looked as reassuring as I could. After Learmonth's display of stoicism, I was shocked to see such open fear. It was another insight into surgery, something my lecturers in Edinburgh had never mentioned. 'No. We managed to clean the wound. It'll swell more, and it will give you some pain for a few days, but that's all.'

    Sitting up on the bed, Pratt took hold of both of my hands in his. 'Thank you, Doctor. Thank you.'

    Embarrassed by this sudden display of gratitude, I shook my head. 'I am just doing my job. Now get hold of yourself and recover. I suggest you return to your own bunk in the foc'sle.'

    Pratt shook his head. 'I have to get back on to the ice, Doctor. Captain's orders.' He was obviously more scared of Captain Milne than he had been of gangrene or the bladdernose seal.

    'In medical matters, Mr Pratt, my orders supersede the captain's. That's the law.'

    'The law? All right then, Doctor.' Pratt nodded meekly and rose from the bunk to slouch unsteadily forward.

    'You've made a friend there,' Learmonth said quietly, and glanced at his own hand. 'That's two injuries now, and the second much more serious than the first. Who will be next?'

    'Next?' I asked. I was still shaking but tried to look competent and professional.

    'This ship is damned,' Learmonth reminded without a hint of jocularity. 'It will get us all eventually.'

    I shook his head. 'I'm not superstitious,' I tried to block the memory of that woman from my mind. That was an anomaly, a delusion created by the unusual hardships of my present situation and augmented by my recent marriage: nothing else.

    'You're not superstitious? Well, wait until you've been as long at sea as I have. There are no atheists in a storm, Doctor, and no seaman will scorn anything that may save him when the ice begins to nip.'

    I looked at him with my disdainful laugh cut dead. 'So let's hope that does not happen.'

    Learmonth shook his head. 'I've heard things on this boat, Doctor, things that are not right. I've heard footsteps where there are no people and voices down below when all hands were aloft. This is a bad ship, and that's a fact.' Putting out a hand the size of a small table-top, he patted my shoulder. 'You take care, son, and get home safely to your wife.'

    I did not laugh. He expected such words from superstitious oldsters such as Pratt, whose nerves had been frayed by decades in a hostile environment, but Learmonth was a steady and responsible man with about as much imagination as a lump of Cairngorm granite. When he started to speak in such a manner, things were not as they should be.

    'Thank you, Bosun,' I said. 'I fully intend to.'

    The laugh came from nowhere; drifting into the tiny cabin that now smelled of blood and iodine but when I looked around there was only myself and Learmonth present. The woman was in the cabin, her presence felt but not seen as she mocked my scepticism. Taking a deep breath, I consciously thought about Jennifer and once again heard those words, so softly spoken but filled with such meaning.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    I looked up as the song slid the sensation of another woman from the room. Only Jennifer's memory remained, and I smiled, remembering her touch and her scent and her unexpected but always welcome mischief. I would see her again in a few months, but I wished fervently that I were with her now, holding her secure in the dim lights of Balgay House with all our life stretching before us.

    'I'll be getting on then, Mr Cosgrove,' Learmonth said, but his face had somehow altered. The hard features had softened, the thin lips filled out and the eyes taunted him with their message of disquiet.

    The mysterious woman had not vanished, merely altered her image as she merged with the bosun. Her laughter mocked my dreams as I began cleaning up the reeking mess in the cabin.
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       No accounts whatever have been had of the ship George Dempster, whence it is inferred that she must have foundered at sea on her outward voyage'

       MONTROSE CUSTOMS AND EXCISE RECORDS, 2ND FEBRUARY 1795

      

     

    

    'Captain! Out there on the ice!' Thoms pointed with a gloved hand. 'Can you see them?'

    Snapping open his telescope, Captain Milne focussed on the objects. 'Of course I can see them, Thoms. More polar bears, but we don't have time to hunt them just now.'

    'No, sir. That's not polar bear. That's people!'

    We had spent a week killing seals, turning the once pristine ice into a slaughterhouse of blood and broken bodies, and then spent another week hacking off the skin and blubber and dragging the bloodied mess back to Lady Balgay. I had thought that the killing was bad, but the butchery of the actual skinning, or flensing as the men termed it, was worse. It had been sickening, if professionally interesting, to see the Greenlandmen remove the skin and blubber in a single dripping piece, and throw the remnants of the seal aside. Drawn by the free meal, hundreds of birds added to the bedlam. On one occasion the seal was not quite dead and I had watched as a dozen birds had pecked at the still quivering body; the hands had callously ignored the creature's suffering. I think it was Shakespeare that wrote the quality of mercy was not strained; up here in the ice, mercy simply did not exist.

    Despite my disgust, I could not help but be impressed as the seamen- turned- hunters proved expert butchers as they sliced and hacked at the bloody corpses, but amidst the shambles they also ensured that the actual skins were undamaged. This was a time to make the voyage profitable, for in a few months these skins would be sold in reputable shops up and down the country. Five shillings each, I think was the going price for a raw sealskin, but once dressed they would be turned into coats for wealthy women or fancy covers for travelling cases or anything else that fashion demanded.

    Yet the skins were only incidental, for the blubber was the Greenlandmen's prime concern; boiled down into oil, it would soften the raw jute that the factories of the Hilltown, Scouringburn and Dens Road would make into sacks, bagging and tarpaulins. Although the killing had lowered my already morbid spirits, I realised that the past murderous two weeks raised those of everybody else on board; Captain Milne, of course, mentally rubbed his hands with glee as he saw the seal skins being laced together and dragged over the ice, each one leaving a broad bloody smear.

    'That's profit, Mr Cosgrove,' he gloated. 'That's wages for you and me. That's rent for the wives, food for the children and drink for the boys.'

    What had been a huge colony of seals, bulls, cows and cubs was now a slaughterhouse stinking of blood, with skinned bodies left for the gathering birds and the Greenlandmen crimson with gore and spattered with fat.

    At that time I wondered if I was in danger of becoming inured to slaughter, it was already so commonplace. With Lady Balgay part loaded, Pratt, bandaged and with his face so swollen he was unrecognisable, was hauling each skin over a flensing board before he carefully sliced off the blubber. Thoms was beside him, cutting the blubber into cubes and sending it down a canvas chute into the hold, where it was thrust into casks for the voyage home. Learmonth should have performed the flensing, but his hand had not sufficiently healed so he could only supervise and curse the money that his injury had cost him. I could not help in any of these operations, but listened to the conversations in a somewhat desultory fashion, for my mind was with Jennifer.

    'If we make it back to Dundee, Leerie,' Pratt said in one of the rare occasions that there was a break in the work, 'I'll buy you a pint in Dock Street.' He returned to his skinning, his knife a bloodied silver smear as he ripped through the blubber of another seal. He looked up quickly, saw that Captain Milne was safely out of hearing on the ice and said softly. 'It was the ballast.'

    'Keep your voice down,' Learmonth glanced over the side, as if Captain Milne was listening to everything said on board Lady Balgay.

    'You know as well as I do that it was the ballast, eh?' Pratt looked toward the hold and shivered. 'I should tell everybody the story.'

    'You should keep your mouth shut!' Learmonth said. 'Was the bladdernose not enough for you?'

    I came closer as my curiosity overcame my natural desire to keep aloof from the hands, but Pratt touched a hand to his face and ducked sullenly away as the rest of the crew jealously counted each sealskin and every barrel of oil. Paid a meagre monthly amount, the oil money supplemented their wages so after a successful voyage they would have no need to work for the remainder of the year. That was one appeal of the Arctic, but it had been a long time since these men had tasted success and winters had meant voyages down the east coast or to Europe rather than time spent with their wives or in Dundee's roaring pubs. Ignoring Pratt's mumbles, they concentrated on storing up their wages, until Thoms' hail disturbed their routine of skinning and flensing and stuffing blubber into barrels. Each man looked up as Thoms gave his verdict on the distant figures approaching across the bloodied ice.

    'That's people, Captain; maybe survivors from some shipwreck.'

    'Survivors from which shipwreck? There's no wreck. We haven't sighted a ship since the Prussian.' Captain Milne extended his telescope again and focussed carefully as every man in Lady Balgay hurried to the rail to stare and give his opinion.

    I could see the two figures, but distance made them so miniscule I could not determine what they were. They might be men heavily bundled in furs, but they could equally well be polar bears, a mother and her cub.

    'They're following the trail of blood,' Pratt pointed out quietly. 'They're following the blood to Lady Balgay.' He began to stroke his scrimshaw mermaid.

    Of that there was no dispute. The sealers had left a distinctive broad smear across the ice, along which the two figures were walking. I shivered as I once again experienced the image of a voluptuous women drifting toward me on a silken crimson sea. The hunters had turned the frozen sea crimson with blood and now here was someone, or something, moving slowly toward us. I closed my eyes, surprised that the woman did not appear but alarmed that her absence now seemed as sinister as her presence had always been.

    'Get away from here, Captain,' Pratt warned suddenly. 'Cut the lines and run before these things reach us. Leave them here, whoever or whatever they are.'

    'Leave them here?' Captain Milne snapped shut his telescope. His look was poisonous. 'I'll do no such thing, Pratt. If these are men, I'll not leave them to die in such a desolate place, and if they're beasts we'll shoot them and sell the skins.' He spat over the side. 'Besides, if they're men they can help with the work, now that Learmonth's got himself injured.'

    'Captain!' Pratt stopped and placed a hand to his face. Speaking stretched the stitches and caused him a great deal of pain.

    'Aye, Captain. And don't you forget it.' Milne raised his voice. 'Thoms, Soutar, get onto the ice and see what these two are. Take a rifle too, for I'm not yet convinced they're human.' He shook his head. 'I can't quite make them out.'

    The song returned then, the words low and yearning, as they had been when Jennifer last whispered them in my ear, and I closed my eyes, seeing her anxious, loving face as she had clung to me in that dark Dundee street.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    Oh God, but I was thinking of her, wishing that I was with her in that splendid house in West Ferry with the view across to the fertile fields of Fife and the spring flowers bursting life into the garden. Instead I was stuck with these shaggy, fundamental Greenlandmen amidst the frost and with the smell of blood raw in the wind as these two mysterious figures slithered slowly closer. I peered across the distance, but some veil seemed to obscure the images, as if there was a haze lifting from the ice to deliberately blur my vision. If Captain Milne could not make them out with his telescope, what chance had I without one?

    'Could they indeed be survivors, Mr Pratt?'

    When Pratt looked at me, there was such horror in his eyes that I wondered if the attack by the seal had unhinged his mind. 'God, Doctor, sir, I hope that's what they are.'

    'But from where have they come, Mr Pratt? We haven't seen a ship in weeks. There's nothing out here but us!'

    Pratt's face creased with concentration. 'They might have come from some old wreck, Doctor, sir. Maybe they were stranded last season or even the season before. It happens out here sometimes; ships go down and people live with the Yakkies for months until they are picked up by another vessel.'

    It was the longest speech that Pratt had ever made and I nodded my appreciation. 'Thank you Mr Pratt.'

    'No, sir, don't thank me.' The gloved hand closed on my arm, nearly crushing any feeling away as Pratt made his point. 'You have nothing to thank me for, but I owe you my life, Doctor Sir, and I won't forget.'

    'They're not bears. They're men! They are survivors!' The words spread through the ship as the hands clustered at the rail. There were stares and cheers, men pointing and gasps of astonishment that two people should be still able to walk after what must have been an appalling ordeal on the ice.

    The two small parties gradually came closer and I watched as they met Thoms and Soutar. Thoms was a tall man but one of the survivors topped him by a good two inches, while the other looked short, almost childlike in comparison. There was a bout of hand shaking and what must have been emotional greetings before all four headed for Lady Balgay.

    Picking up the mouth trumpet with which he communicated during foul weather, Captain Milne shouted across the ice, 'bring them aboard!' He looked around Lady Balgay, frowning, and dropped his voice. 'Although God alone knows where we are going to squeeze them in.'

    The taller of the survivors clambered on deck first; his face damp with emotion as he stared upward at the two masts and stroked the upended dinghy. Within seconds a circle of astonished sealers surrounded him, asking a score of questions that he seemed quite unable to answer.

    'Give him room!' I ordered, donning my doctor's hat. 'He must have been through hell out there! Give him some space!'

    Pushing through the crowd, Captain Milne ordered that hot food should be prepared, and clean clothes procured from the ship's slop chest.

    'You can work off the cost during the voyage' he said, and I grunted. I guessed he was worried in case any of his men thought he was becoming soft.

    I raised my voice again. 'I had better examine them. They might need medical attention.'

    The taller man spoke, his voice carrying the lilting accent of Orkney, so different from the harsh cadences of Dundee. 'There is no need, sir. We are both in good health.'

    'Good health?' Captain Milne sounded suspicious. 'How can you be in good health out here? Where is your ship, mister, and what happened to you?'

    'We were on board a foreign vessel,' the tall man said. 'Fortuna Gretel from Greifswald in Prussia. A storm blew her too far north and she was nipped in the ice.' He waved his hand vaguely. 'We were not prepared for such a disaster. The master sent everybody out in small boats while he remained in case the ship got free.'

    Learmonth glanced at Captain Milne. 'That was the Prussian that we got the rum from, Captain. She was out here, right enough.'

    'Aye, I remember!' There was venom in Captain Milne's voice. 'So you deserted your ship and abandoned her master.' He spat over the side. 'What happened to the others in your boat, mister? And the boat itself?'

    'We came on to the ice to spend the night and when we woke they were all gone.' The tall man shrugged. 'There was a thick fog so maybe they could not see us.'

    'No?' Captain Milne moderated his tone. 'Or maybe they're just foreigners; as much seamen as I am a ballet dancer.' He glanced at the small man, who had remained quiet within his cocoon of furs. 'And how about you? Are you some sort of mute? Can't you speak?'

    'He doesn't talk much Captain.' The tall man excused his companion. 'It was tough out there. We had just about given up hope when we heard your voices and followed the trail you left.'

    'Aye.' For a second Milne looked dubious, and then he shrugged. 'Well, if you say so, mister, but the doctor's right, for once. Get below at once and let him look at you. I want a full report, Doctor. I want to hear that both men are fit for duty. More hands, more work, more seals killed.' He looked at the deck, with the bloody footprints.

    'Pratt! Get this pigsty cleaned up! You might think you can shirk work by sticking your face in a seal's mouth, but not in my ship by God!'

    'Aye, sir,' the bandages muffled Pratt's words, but he obeyed at once, looking at the survivors with something akin to fear. The smaller man turned toward him, his deep fur hood hiding his features, but there was no mistaking the intensity of his eyes.

    'We don't need medically examined,' the tall man said. 'We can start work right away, sir.'

    Captain Milne frowned. 'Did you not hear my orders, mister?' His voice was ominously quiet. 'I said report below with the doctor and get yourselves examined.' Stepping back, he flicked his clouded green eyes up and down the tall man. 'And when the doctor has passed you fit, report to my cabin, Mister…what did you say your name was?'

    'Sinclair,' the man said softly. 'Isaac Sinclair. And this is…'he hesitated for a second, 'Jemmy Isbister.'

    'Sinclair and Isbister,' Milne nodded. 'I'll write you into the muster books.' He withdrew aft a pace and abruptly glared around the rest of the crew. 'What the hell are you men hanging around for? Do you think seals skin themselves? Get back to work! Bring the last of the seals on board and smart! This good weather will not last forever.'

    'This way,' I guided the survivors down the companionway to my cabin, where they stood hunch-shouldered, dripping melting ice on to the deck.

    The design of Lady Balgay had put my cabin and the storeroom directly above the engine room, so the heat from the boiler eased through the deck, making it one of the warmest parts of the ship. I had been thankful for this small degree of comfort at many times during the voyage, but it was also helpful on a medical level.

    'Strip, please,' I ordered casually. 'I want to make a proper examination.'

    'There's really no need,' Sinclair said, 'we're perfectly fine. It's only been a few days…'

    'No arguments, now.' I was determined not to have my authority questioned by a couple of strangers. I told myself that I was a qualified medical doctor, socially far above any sealing mariner, and I would be obeyed; 'strip!'

    When Sinclair continued to protest, small Isbister shook his head and put a surprisingly delicate hand on my arm. 'Can we be seen separately?' his voice was quiet and low.

    About to refuse, I considered for a second and nodded. This man might have some disease or injury that he found embarrassing, and it was a doctor's task to give confidential help with such things, even when on a sealing ketch hundreds of miles from civilisation. 'If you wish,' I allowed, and Isbister slipped quietly from the room.

    Sinclair quickly shrugged off his clothing and stood stark while I probed and prodded, sounded his heart and felt his muscles. 'You're in surprisingly good condition for a man who was stranded on the ice,' I said, grudgingly. 'Indeed, you appear in better condition than most on board this ship.'

    'I said I was,' Sinclair agreed. 'So there's no need to examine Isbister.'

    'There's every need.' I contradicted. 'Send him in.'

    'I'll wait here.'

    'You'll wait outside,' I began, feeling genuine anger at such insolence from a man who should be grateful to be rescued, but on reflection I changed my mind. 'No, you'd better report to the captain as ordered. On this ship, you'll learn that Captain Milne is very much in command.' I had never expected to be glad of Milne's authoritarianism, but there was something about Sinclair I automatically disliked. The man was too self-assured and far too fit for the survivor of a shipwreck. 'Off you go.'

    'Yes, Doctor.' Dressing slowly, Sinclair smiled and nodded as he left the cabin. I heard the murmur of voices outside and Isbister stepped in, still fully furred, with a thick hood covering his head and concealing most of his face.

    'Right, Isbister. Strip please, and tell me what is bothering you.' Lowering my voice to be as approachable as possible without being too familiar, I patted Isbister's shoulder in an attempt to create trust. 'It's all right; there's no need to hide anything from me; confidentiality is part of my job.'

    Isbister gave a light laugh, and pushed back his hood. The face that emerged was soft and delicate, with large brown eyes beneath long brown hair, and a small mouth that twitched into an amused smile.

    I stared as Isbister continued to slowly undress, folding each item of clothing as neatly as possible until she stood naked, with both hands folded in front of her. About five foot four in height; she was shaped like Aphrodite, with generous hips and breasts that jutted their message of mature femininity. She faced me squarely, with her mouth undecided whether to smile or plead for help.

    'Dear God,' I said, and sat on the bunk.

    The sight of a woman standing unclothed and vulnerable within a sealing ketch crammed with some of the roughest seamen in Dundee was unnerving, but I knew I had other causes of unease. I tried to blink away that recurring vision of the brown haired woman floating toward me across a crimson sea and ensured my gaze did not stray from Isbister's eyes.

    'You're a woman,' I said. I could not think what else to say.

    'I know,' Isbister agreed, unfolding her hands and allowing them to fall loosely at her side. 'Isn't it lucky for us both that you are a doctor?'

    The ambiguity of her words was not lost on me as I tried to view Isbister with professional detachment and speak to her only by her surname. I could not help but notice she was eminently and voluptuously desirable, with those thrusting breasts and wide, womanly hips. I looked away; this woman was a complete contrast to my tall, elegant Jennifer who was the only vibrant woman I had properly seen before. I shook my head to clear it from unsought and very disturbing images. Isbister's eyes, deep, brown and knowingly amused, were following mine.

    'Miss Isbister…' I felt my words trail away. 'It is unusual for a woman to be on a sealing ship.'

    'Yes,' Isbister agreed, without adding a word of explanation. Her smile was entrancing. 'Are you going to examine me, Doctor? Or am I to stand here in this condition all afternoon. This is not the warmest of cabins and…' She glanced over her shoulder, 'somebody might come in.'

    'Of course,' I said, more than slightly flustered as I bent to my work. My attempts at maintaining professional detachment were nearly impossible with Isbister's shapely breasts stirring as she breathed and her hips pressing against me as I sounded her chest.

    'You also seem in perfect health,' I controlled the harshness of my breathing, 'but I don't know what the captain will say when he hears he has a woman on board.'

    Isbister smiled but made no move to dress. 'He'll say exactly what the master of Fortuna Gretel said.' Her voice was so calm that I guessed she knew of her power over men and how to exploit it to the full. 'He'll bluster and threaten to put me off the ship, and then he'll relent and become all paternal and caring. He'll look at me with a frown and allow me to stay because I'm a woman.' She accentuated her point with a slight, but shockingly disturbing movement of her hips. 'Of course, he will also insist that I keep myself apart from the crew and do not mingle.'

    I sighed. She was right, of course. There was nothing that Captain Milne, or any other shipmaster, could do. In these latitudes it was impossible to put anyone ashore without condemning them to a freezing death, and there were no nearby ports where Isbister could be dropped off. The captain had no option but to allow her to stay.

    'You seem very sure of yourself' I told her.

    'I have to be; a lone woman in a ship full of men?' Isbister gave that disturbing quiver again. 'If I was not, goodness only knows what the consequences would be.'

    'Indeed,' I agreed, nodding slowly. 'Goodness only knows.' Unable to help myself, I watched as Isbister slowly dressed. I was aware that she was also studying me beneath hooded eyes, and knew there was more amusement than friendship in her smile, but I still remained seated, transfixed.

    Now there were three women in my head, and two of them could lead only to trouble.
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       A rather romantic incident has occurred on board the Flying Venus in the harbour of Bombay. The captain shipped a young fellow under the name of Thomas Brown, as a seaman, and after serving for a considerable time on board the ship, it was only the other day discovered that she was a woman.

       EAST OF FIFE RECORD, JANUARY 24 1868

      

     

    

    'All hands on deck. Prepare for a stormy time!'

    As always, the words created confusion as those men not already working tumbled from their bunks and staggered the few steps to the deck. I joined them, pulling on the great fur trousers and the fur hat that was necessary for protection against the worst of the bitter weather. All the same when I stepped on deck I could not resist my astonished gasp. Lady Balgay was easing into a wide fjord, backed by bleakly gaunt mountains still smeared with fields of snow. Floes of a hundred shapes and sizes welcomed us, some shining under the morning sun, others shaded by mist as we slithered slowly on the surface of the sea.

    'More icebergs.' I shivered as the heights funnelled a bitter wind toward Lady Balgay.

    'What did you expect?' Soutar snorted from his position at the wheel, 'bloody palm trees?'

    Quickly closing my mouth, I stared at our surroundings. The mountains provided shelter but Lady Balgay still rocked slowly on steeply chopped waves as eider ducks, red throated divers and geese darted over and under the water as they examined this intruder into their world.

    'We'll have the sails down, Bosun,' Captain Milne ordered quietly. 'And drop the anchor. We'll be here for a while.'

    I remembered that last time the captain gave that order, Learmonth had sliced his hand, but now he was more careful, balancing himself foursquare on deck as he supervised Lady Balgay coming to rest. I watched carefully until satisfied he was safe, wondering at the change that had come over Lady Balgay since the two survivors had come on board. The atmosphere had altered; always tense, it had become nearly brittle, with men snapping at each other for no reason and heated arguments more common. Paradoxically, I had slept far better; that shaded, sensuous woman seemed to have completely disappeared from my mind, so I felt quite alert as I inspected our gaunt surroundings.

    For the second time in our voyage I realised that there was beauty here, of a desolate sort. It was not the pastoral beauty of Angus or Fife, or the romantic landscapes of the Highlands with crumbling castles and shaggy cattle, but something more savage, untouched; primeval even, as if man had no place here.

    This home of the seal and the frost seemed to invoke an uneasy restlessness from deep inside my soul. When a shaft of sunshine highlighted snow covered ice and the bird life of an Arctic spring, I knew I would never forget my time up here in the north; I suddenly understood a little of why men returned to the sealing year after year. Although I had vowed never to come back, I acknowledged a grudging admiration for…for what? I did not know. For something, surely, something that appealed to a different, more elemental, side of me, a side that I had not experienced before.

    Jennifer suddenly seemed very far away.

    'It's a fine view, Doctor.'

    My start was involuntary; Isbister had approached so silently I had not been aware of her presence until she spoke.

    'Yes. Yes it is.' Those expressive brown eyes were taunting me so I had to continue the conversation. 'How are your quarters, Miss Isbister?'

    Captain Milne had cleared a cubicle for Isbister in the storeroom, segregated her behind a stiff canvas screen and guarded her with ferocious orders. She was not allowed to mingle with the crew, but could speak with the officers, and, grudgingly, with Isaac Sinclair. 'Adequate,' Isbister said, smiling very slightly.

    I nodded, uncomfortable in her presence but unable to look away.

    'You appear distracted.' Isbister was so close that I could feel her breath on my face, but it was her eyes that held my attention. They were deep and as dark and mysterious as a wishing well. But for what was I wishing? I stirred, not sure if I wanted to admit the truth even to myself.

    'I was thinking about my wife.' That was a lie, but it was intended to warn Isbister off.

    'And I'll wager that she is also thinking of you.' She replied easily. 'She will be all alone in Dundee, will she not?' She was smiling again, sharp teeth gleaming white against red lips.

    I cursed inwardly. There was no place for women up here in the high latitudes. They were only a distraction from the work, and a temptation to men long separated from wives and sweethearts. 'Yes,' I replied shortly.

    'You'll both be glad when you're back then.' Isbister's smile was as innocent as the hiss of a viper.

    'I will indeed. If you'll excuse me?' I slid away, 'I have to speak with the captain.' Normally I would have avoided Captain Milne but anything was better than keeping company with this alarmingly captivating woman. I could feel her eyes following me as I ran aft, where Captain Milne was checking the rudder head.

    'I thought you would be sealing, Captain, but the men appear to be scraping paint from the hull.'

    'I do not like a shabby ship,' Milne explained quietly. 'So we will take off the ugly flaking green and paint her black.'

    'I see.' I shrugged. I did not care what was happening, as long as it kept me away from Isbister's disturbing presence. 'But are there no seals here?'

    'There are a few seals,' Milne pointed to half a dozen dog-like heads that bobbed amongst the glistening ice, 'and the longer we are here without unsettling them, the more will gather. Once they trust us, we'll capture them.' He shook his head, eyes shrewd. 'You've already seen a seal hunt, Mr Cosgrove. Did the blood and slaughter not cause you concern?'

    'I did not enjoy it,' I admitted.

    'I recall you had no qualms about shooting the bladdernose though,' Milne said dryly. 'However, I doubt your supposed squeamishness will prevent you scraping paint. Even a greeting faced girl can do that.'

    Pratt's injured face was a constant reminder of the penalty of arguing with Captain Milne so within ten minutes I was over the side, scraper in hand and feet dangling a few inches above the chilled water of the fjord. I knew it was incompatible with the dignity of my situation, but strangely, I felt better there than I had when face to face with the seductive Isbister.

    With most of the crew engaged in scraping, the work continued with some speed, and flakes of dry paint were soon floating amongst the brash ice and small washing pieces that clinked musically together around the ketch.

    'Scraping when we should be sealing,' Thoms grumbled, scrubbing furiously, 'the captain has finally gone crazy.'

    Trying to hold the scraper in hands made clumsy with huge mittens, I could only agree.

    'Some bloody wages we'll earn this trip,' Thom continued, 'when we're wasting our time decorating when we could be making money. The Captain's gone soft. He's more concerned with making the boat look pretty than in doing his job.' He looked upward, where Isbister leaned over the rail, watching. 'It's that bloody woman of course. He's trying to impress her!'

    In other circumstances I might have smiled at the thought of the irascible Captain Milne being influenced in any way by Isbister. When I glanced up she was looking directly at me, not smiling but with secret depths in her eyes, and I returned to my work, no longer certain of anything. I wished fervently that we had a hold full of oil and were steaming hard for the Tay.

    'Here!' the cry came from the stern, where Mackie was working beside Donaldson. 'There's another name here, under the paint.'

    'Another name?' Pratt sucked in his teeth. 'It's bad luck to rename a ship,'

    'I thought it might be,' I murmured, trying to concentrate on my work. Everything seemed to be bad luck on this ship.

    'What name is it?' Pratt called out, and asked Donaldson to repeat his words. 'Frigg? What sort of name is that?'

    'A stupid name,' Donaldson responded; 'something foreign.'

    'You're an educated man, Doctor Cosgrove,' Soutar reminded him. 'What does Frigg mean?'

    'Nothing that I know.' Already glad of the break from menial work, I placed my scraper on the deck, climbed over the rail and walked aft. 'Show me.' I leaned over the taffrail, momentarily forgetting Isbister, who had sauntered behind me.

    The name was in white letters, faded by salt water and foul weather, but still visible on the green hull. 'It's not Frigg,' I said, 'there are more letters under the paint.' Fetching my scraper, I removed the remaining few fragments of green. 'Her name was Frigga,' I read, casually.

    'Frigga,' Donaldson repeated, rolling the syllables around his tongue. 'Frigga.' He giggled childishly. 'It sounds a swear word, eh? Oh Frigga, the pub's run out of beer!' He stared shallowly at me. 'But what does that mean, eh?'

    'Frigga was a Norse goddess,' I took the opportunity to display my knowledge to these mariners who had repeatedly shamed me with their skill, strength and endurance. 'Indeed, she would have ruled these parts, when the Vikings were here. That must be good luck, surely.'

    Pratt grunted and shook his head. 'It's still wrong to change the ship's name, though. What sort of fool would do that?' He hawked and spat overboard. 'It's a stupid name, Frigga.'

    'Not at all.' Now that I had begun to show my knowledge I was keen on continuing. 'It's a name we use every week.'

    'What?' Instantly suspicious, Donaldson glowered at me. 'Maybe you use it every week, Doctor, but I've never said Frigga in my life; until now.'

    'Yes you have,' I corrected. I knew that Captain Milne was frowning and shaking his head, but stupidly I continued. 'We all do. Friday was named after the god Frigga.'

    'Oh Jesus,' Pratt stared at him. 'So the ship's called Friday?' He stepped back, nearly overbalancing as the rail caught the back of his legs.

    'Dear God Doctor' Captain Milne's eyes were poisonous as they glared at me. 'Don't you ever bloody think before you talk?'

    'Friday!' Pratt recovered and stared at me, with the blood draining from his face. 'We're sailing in a boat called Friday. That's the unluckiest day of the week; nobody sails on a bloody Friday.'

    'Nonsense!' I was becoming tired with the superstitions of these men. 'It's only a name.' I pointed forward. 'That figurehead is probably meant to be Frigga herself, guiding us through the ice.'

    The silence was suddenly acute as all the men within hearing range stopped to look at me. Surprisingly it was Soutar and not Pratt who spoke first. 'You mean we have Frigga, Friday, with us here? On the ship?' He looked forward. 'That's Frigga there?'

    'We've all touched her for luck,' I reminded, knowing I was being foolish but determined to squash this superstition once and for all. This was 1914, for God's sake, and we were civilized Britons of the new, industrial age. 'Remember at the very start of the voyage we all fondled her bottom?' I smiled at the memory. 'Young Robert even kissed it, if I recall.'

    'Oh sweet Lord, what have we done?' Pratt looked at his hands, his mouth open and lips trembling. 'We've touched Friday! We asked the unluckiest day for its help.' He looked at me, his face twisted with genuine fear. 'You're right, Doctor, young Mitchell did kiss her arse. We laughed at the time, but she'll get him back for his cheek; you mark my words!'

    'What? How?' Mitchell's head appeared over the rail, his mouth wide open. 'What will she do, John?'

    'Nothing,' Isbister put a comforting hand on his shoulder. 'It's all right, Robert. Mr Pratt is only jesting with you.' She smiled to me, her eyes warning. 'Isn't that right, Doctor?'

    For the first time since I had met her, I felt a small glow of liking for Isbister, but Pratt was not finished yet. His voice sunk to a low whisper that I could hardly hear above the sharp clink of ice and the constant moaning of the wind.

    'Nobody's jesting. This ship is doubly damned. Nobody will get home from this voyage!'

    That was the first time I remembered the words of Mrs Adams, the gypsy woman who had told my fortune. She had promised I would return, and I felt a tiny nugget of gratitude for her words.

    'Get back to your work or I'll show you damned, Pratt!' With his fur cap pulled forward so the peak was almost level with the tip of his nose, Captain Milne shoved Pratt hard against the taffrail. 'And if anybody else mentions any such superstitious claptrap again, by God I'll maroon the bastard right here and now!'

    There was a general movement of heads to the surrounding land. The stark, snow streaked slopes and bitter grey-blue water was even less appealing than a voyage in Lady Balgay.

    'No, Captain,' Soutar shook his head. 'You can't blame the lads. You know me, Captain. I'm not a wild man, but I've followed the sea all my life and I know it's bad luck to rename a ship, and nobody wants to sail on a Friday yet alone in a Friday.' His shiver had nothing to do with the cold. 'We'll have to change our luck somehow.'

    When Thoms and Donaldson nodded their agreement, Isbister leaned against the mizzen, smiling to Captain Milne until he glared at her, when she moved slowly forward, not quite brushing against him in passing. Milne frowned, watched her for a second and sighed, as though making a momentous decision.

    'You get that paint scraped off, and I'll remove any memory of Lady Balgay's last name, boys.' Milne's tone was suddenly fatherly. 'Now we know why the owner had her name changed, but I'll wager my luck against any long dead Norse woman, on any ocean of the world.' He looked around. 'Mitchell! Don't listen to those prattling old fools. You and the doctor come with me!'

    Wondering, I followed Milne forward, with young Mitchell padding nervously at his side. The captain stopped at the bowsprit. 'Nip down to the stores and get a couple of axes, Mitchell, and we'll hack this bloody thing off the ship.'

    'Captain?' Mitchell looked momentarily shocked.

    'I mean the figurehead, Robert. If it is causing distress to my lads, then we'll get rid of it.' He raised his voice so everybody on board could hear him. 'If some Norwegian goddess thinks she can rule my ship, by Christ I'll prove her wrong!'

    'Yes, sir.'

    'And you can help too, Doctor. You caused all this trouble with your prattling tongue, so you can help put things right. Young Robert here is too young to be much affected, but some of those old salts have lived with superstition so long they believe it all. This is a new age now, of electricity and the telephone and heliographs. There's no space for old gods and suchlike rubbish. Come with me.'

    I was aware of the crew watching, analysing every word Captain Milne spoke. I was just abaft of the bowsprit, within a short spit of the figurehead's rounded bottom as the captain gave his orders and thrust an axe into my suddenly sweating palm.

    'Crawl out there, Mr Surgeon! Crawl if you don't want to be marooned on this damned island. Blasted Norse goddess, eh? Well, she's going off my ship, woman or no. Hack her down, Mitchell! Hack her down!'

    'Yes, sir,' Mitchell sounded unhappy. He glanced aft, where Pratt and Soutar were watching, and hefted his axe.

    Although the figurehead was attached to Lady Balgay by only a slender wooden stem, lack of space prevented a decent swing, so Mitchell could only manage a short chop that barely raised a splinter.

    'You can do better, Doctor,' Captain Milne ordered. 'Go on; use these soft muscles of yours!'

    Taking alternate swings, I competed with Mitchell, feeling the blisters rise on my palms as I worked, and very aware of Pratt's dismayed gasps. I stopped after ten minutes, more to catch my breath than to ask a genuine question.

    'Is this wise, Captain? Meddling with the men's fears?'

    Captain Milne grunted. 'You are a doctor, are you not?'

    I nodded.

    'And if there was a growth inside one of these men, something that gave them pain, what would you do?'

    'Why, I'd cut it out,' I said.

    'Exactly so, Doctor. Think of Lady Balgay and her crew as a single living creature and this figurehead as a growth. If we cut it out, the whole body should be healthier.'

    The comparison was apt; I realised, and swung again, wondering if maybe Captain Milne was more intelligent than I had thought.

    'Come on, Doctor! Put some beef into it!'

    Even with both of us working, it took forty sweated minutes before the Naked Lady toppled over on one side, hanging by a sliver of wood and leaving a base of jagged splinters and the raw scars of our axes.

    'There she goes!' Mitchell crowed, wiping perspiration from his forehead. 'Watch this!' Leaning forward he gave a final push with the head of his axe and the Naked Lady creaked forward. She hung for a second as if reluctant to finally fall, and then plunged downward. I had a brief glimpse of the figurehead poised like a diver, her arms outstretched as she arrowed into the water. The splash seemed to rebound throughout the length of the fjord and the ripples washed along the hull of Lady Balgay.

    Only then did I realise that everyone in the crew was watching, and only Isbister did not look strained; she gave a few short claps of her hand.

    'Well done, Captain. That took courage. And well done Robert; you handled that axe like an expert.'

    Mitchell grinned his embarrassed pleasure at her.

    'Fifteen are you, Robert?' Isbister flicked her eyes over him. 'My, but I'll wager the ladies skip after you, with that cute little face and the heart and body of a man.'

    Captain Milne gave her a long glare before raising his voice. 'That's her gone now. No more Frigga, no more Friday. We're free of her, lads!' His shout echoed from the surrounding slopes. 'We're free of any bad luck!'

    Only the birds replied as the crew looked at him in silence. Pratt held his scrimshaw mermaid as if his soul depended on it. Soutar openly prayed.

    'Bugger you all then!' Milne said softly. 'Fetch paint from the stores and we'll have this ship black before night. I want her fresh painted, boys, and then we're after the seals again. Oil money, my bullies! We'll earn oil money for the pubs of Dock Street!'

    There was no immediate response but gradually, one by one, the crew returned to work, slapping black paint on to the scraped hull of Lady Balgay as if furious effort could erase the memory of their presumed curse. I thought it significant that nobody came forward to the bows, and no seaman laid his brush on the raw scar where the Naked Lady had been. I looked over the side but the water was smooth and undisturbed; the figurehead had vanished as if spirited away. Even though she was made of wood, the Naked Lady had not floated alongside.
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       I haled me a woman from the street,

       Shameless, but, oh. So fair!

       I bade her sit in the model's seat,

        
        And I painted her sitting there.'

        ROBERT SERVICE: MY MADONNA

       

      

     

    

    With none of the caustic banter that I had come to expect, the atmosphere was dull, until Sinclair began to sing a psalm so anciently obscure that only Pratt could accompany him, desperately clinging to any message of reassurance.

    The tune sounded flat in the fjord but as they picked up the words, some of the others joined in. 'That's better, boys!' Captain Milne donated his fine tenor to the day. 'Sing, lads. Sing for the seals!'

    As if they understood, some of the seals began to moan, so seal song intertwined with the human voices in an ululation more melancholic than tuneful but which seemed fitting for the time and place. To my nearly tone deaf ears it was like damned souls pleading for release, but when I tried to recall Jennifer's parting melody, I could not; the eerie combination of psalm and seals had driven both words and tune from my memory.

    'Oh Jennifer,' I apologised, 'I haven't forgotten you, only the song,' I closed my eyes to recall her features, just as the Naked Lady bobbed up a cable's length to starboard, pointing her long finger accusingly.

    'Oh Jesus,' Pratt cringed against the hull, 'Oh Jesus save us all.'

    The figurehead spun in some unseen current, with the finger gesturing now to the ship, now to the surrounding mountains, and then it turned a slow somersault and slid softly beneath the surface, so the last glimpse we had was the rounded, white painted buttocks, taunting us with undeniable insult.

    'She's going in front,' somebody said. 'She's preparing the way to Davy Jones' locker for us all.'

    There was an instant of silence, and then Isbister laughed. 'What nonsense! Are all you brave strong men really so afraid of women that even a wooden carving can frighten you?'

    Mitchell's laughter was forced, but most of the others joined in and for the second time I warmed toward Isbister. Only Pratt remained downcast, but nobody really expected anything else from him.

    It was Captain Milne who slid over the stern with the ship's only pot of white paint, and he inscribed the name Lady Balgay in large, bold letters exactly over the place where Frigga had been painted. 'There now! There's our ship back! No figurehead and no foreign goddess. We're Lady Balgay from Dundee and that's the way it will stay.' He looked up, with white paint smeared across his face and his eyes aquamarine and unreadable. 'Right lads; we'll have an easy night tonight. Cards and a bottle eh? Get the spirits up?'

    I nodded. I did not consider that anything could quickly restore the morale of these men, but Captain Milne had been managing whaling crews for years and he knew just what to do. Learmonth grinned and nudged Soutar. 'There we go, Sooty, rum tonight.'

    Rubbing the back of his neck, Soutar looked at the spot where the Naked Lady had curtseyed and danced. 'Aye, there's rum, Walter, but not much celebrating, I fear. Not now.'

    'All the same,' Thoms grinned to him. 'We'll drink the rum.' When he looked at me, he dropped his eyes. 'And so will you Doctor, tonight.'

    

    In a small ketch like Lady Balgay there was no cabin large enough to accommodate all the crew so we gathered around the mainmast, some perched on the upturned boats, others leaning against the illusionary warmth of the funnel. With the surrounding heights shadowing even the summer light of the Arctic, Captain Milne ordered seal oil lanterns placed around the deck and Lady Balgay's reflection undulated prettily on the glittering water.

    'Jennifer would like this,' I told Learmonth, 'it could be romantic with the clinking ice and moaning seals for music.'

    'Drink the rum, Doctor, Learmonth advised, 'and set the romance aside. We're a long way from home yet.' He gave a small, bleak smile. 'Out here, thinking of your wife will only bring frustration and madness.'

    I nodded; sometimes these uneducated men revealed more wisdom than any lettered professor secure in his bubble of academia.

    Captain Milne had provided two bottles of rum and the keg of gin; Soutar brought a deck of cards and Learmonth, winking at me, provided a banjo with songs and tales from his time as a Klondike miner, while Ross the engineer spoke of the Boer War and high jinks on the veldt.

    'This is a pleasant evening,' Captain Milne said, as he dealt the cards and we played pontoon and a simple variety of whist.

    'All it lacks is some female company,' Soutar said casually, and everybody looked to the captain, who sighed and relented.

    'Why not, Soots? We may as well have all the crew here, as long as you promise to behave yourselves.' He pulled at a chipped stoneware mug that contained three fingers of rum. 'But if there is any impropriety, any at all, I'll end this jollity and send you all to scrubbing the deck.' He glanced at Sinclair, who had fitted into the crew like a Greenlandman to a Dundee pub. 'Well off you go then, man! It's not right leaving her all alone while we have a holiday!'

    'Right, Captain,' Sinclair rose at once.

    'Leerie!' The captain emptied his mug in a single swallow, refilled it and leaned his back against the mainmast. 'Give us a song! Make it something lively, though, not one of your long dirges. It's weary enough up here, for Christ's sake.'

    The notes of the banjo plucked at them, bringing memories of home and family, of other voyages and past days that they spoke of as the rum loosened their inhibitions.

    'Isaac said I could join you, Captain.' Isbister waited for Captain Milne's permission, but as soon as he gave a nod and a rare smile, she slipped between Mitchell and Soutar, wriggling her bottom to get a more comfortable seat. 'This is a happy gathering,' she said, looking around her.

    'All the better for having you here, my dear,' Captain Milne agreed, passing along a clean mug and a bottle in which dark liquid sloshed invitingly.

    'Why, thank you, sir,' Isbister gave him a smile that would have charmed the growl from a polar bear, poured herself a miniscule tot of rum and tasted it, screwing up her face.

    'That's not a drink! That's only a dirty glass!' Moving closer, the captain poured more into her mug. 'We've nothing suitable for ladies I'm afraid, and no fancy glasses.'

    'A mug is as good as a glass to a thirsty woman,' Isbister excused him, and did not object to the larger measure. Nor did she screw up her face on her second tasting, and her hand lingered on the captain's arm as he withdrew. 'Thank you, Captain. I never did thank you properly for rescuing us from the ice.'

    'There was no need then and no need now,' Captain Milne was surprisingly chivalrous, and I wondered if he had been misled when Sir Melville had warned me about his drinking habits; the alcohol seemed to make him mellower. Perhaps Sir Melville had only assumed that drink and Captain Milne were poor bedfellows. I tasted my own rum, decided that it was too strong but suited the situation and drank some more. The night seemed all the better for it.

    Pratt glanced toward me and ran his gaze over the assembled crew, swore in soft desperation and looked away. I could see his hand trembling as he tasted the rum.

    'Are you all right, Mr Pratt?' Isbister seemed concerned as she stretched over. She would have touched his arm if Pratt had not reared away. 'Don't you like women?' Her smile hovered between mockery and concern, with those dark eyes laughing to him.

    'I like women well enough,' Pratt spoke without looking at her.

    'Oh good. I am sure that your wife is pleased to hear that.' When Isbister spoke, everybody else stopped to listen, and she was aware that every male eye, except those of Pratt, was fixed on her.

    'John never got married.' Ross said seriously.

    'Oh, that's a shame,' Isbister lowered her voice and her eyes. 'And him with such a love of women, too. Maybe we could do something about that at the end of this voyage, John.' She looked away, sighing. 'But you'll be bound to have a sweetheart already, though? You'll have somebody who cares for you?'

    'John never had a sweetheart either,' Ross continued. 'Although there was a seal that gave him a little nibble once!' Some of the more inebriated joined in the laughter, but Thoms glowered at Ross.

    'There's no need for that, Dode. This is a friendly gathering.'

    'We're only in fun, Tommy. John knows that. Don't you, Johnny boy? You know that me and you are good pals!' Flinging his arm around Pratt's shoulders, Ross hugged him briefly, to the raucous delight of the others.

    'There's still time to find a wife, John,' Isbister said quietly. 'Why, a handsome man like you…'

    'There's no time,' Pratt edged backward until he was jammed against the rail. 'There is no more time, Miss Isbister, and you of all people know that.'

    There was a moment's silence before Ross gave a cruel laugh and Torrie joined in. 'What do you mean, there's no more time, Johnny boy? Have you been reading H. G. Wells?' Ross's smile was not pleasant. 'Is that what you do when you should be on watch? Immerse yourself in The Time Machine?'

    'Not him,' Torrie scoffed. 'Johnnie Pratt can't read!'

    'He can't read and he hasn't got a wife; what do you do when you're ashore, John? What do you get up to?' Ross leaned closer. 'Maybe you prefer boys, eh?'

    'Enough, lads! Leave the man alone,' I tried to smooth things over, but Torrie glared at me, curling his lip in contempt.

    Pratt shook his head. 'I can't help it if I can't read.'

    'No, Mr Pratt,' I gave him all the support I could. 'And it really doesn't matter a two-penny damn!'

    'Quite right, Doctor,' Isbister approved, 'it's all right, Mr Pratt, I'm only in fun.' She turned her attention and those tantalising eyes to Mitchell.

    'You'll have a sweetheart, Robert, won't you? A good-looking young lad like you, always busy about the ship. You must have a dozen young women in tow, more's the pity.'

    'More's the pity?' Mitchell raised his eyebrows, glancing to Torrie, the next youngest on the ship, for support. 'How do you mean, more's the pity?'

    Torrie grinned and made an obscene gesture with his hand, to which Mitchell did not respond.

    'Well.' Ignoring the by-play, Isbister favoured Mitchell with an open smile. 'If you had not got so many other girls, then you would be free for me.'

    As the older men chuckled and nudged each other, Mitchell visibly coloured. 'I haven't anybody special…' he began.

    'No? Well that's good news for me!' Isbister glanced at Ross, who was grinning, 'then we'll have to arrange to meet sometime, once we are back in Dundee.'

    'Well,' Mitchell glanced around the men, obviously embarrassed and confused but not willing to forgo the opportunity to act the man. 'I might. But there's Mr Sinclair…'

    'Me? Oh no,' Sinclair leaned back, waving a hand in front of him dismissively. 'I don't want to meet you in Dundee, Rab. Not unless you're paying for the drink.'

    The chuckle deepened Mitchell's embarrassment. 'No, I mean, you and Miss Isbister are together.'

    'Not at all,' Sinclair shook his head in emphatic denial. 'We just happened to be on the same ship together. That's all.'

    'So there we are, Robert. Or may I call you Rob?' Isbister wriggled closer so her hips were pressing against those of Mitchell. 'Rob would be more companionable. I don't really like Rab.'

    There was more rough laughter as Mitchell coloured further, but was unable to move away in the press of bodies.

    I looked at Milne, hoping he would intervene, but he was too absorbed in opening another bottle of rum to notice what was happening. 'Will we be resuming the sealing tomorrow, Captain?'

    Milne looked up and pushed his fur cap to the back of his head. 'You're surely desperate to see the slaughter, Doctor, but aye, tomorrow or the next day. It depends how the lads are after tonight.' He grinned around the deck. 'There will be a few sore heads, I wager, as this night is yet young.' He raised his voice. 'Pratt! Stoke the boilers, man! Put more oil in these lanterns!'

    'Yes, Mr Pratt, let's have more light. You never know what Rob here might get up to in the dark!' Isbister had an arm around Mitchell now, and stretched to smile over the heads of the men on either side.

    Grumbling, Pratt poured more oil into the lanterns, muttering about the waste when the Arctic night was nearly light as day, and then he thrust himself beside me.

    'Shift over Dr Cosgrove, please.'

    I obeyed, finding more space on the deck. 'This is a good idea of the captain's, Mr Pratt.'

    'Is it? Count the heads, Mr Cosgrove.' Pratt spoke in a harsh, urgent whisper. 'Count the heads!'

    I did so, wondering. 'There are ten of the original crew, including me, plus the captain and the two survivors.'

    'How many is that?' Pratt answered his own question. 'That's thirteen, Doctor Cosgrove. Thirteen people on a damned, damned ship, and one of them's a woman!'

    'Lucky thirteen, Mr Pratt,' I tried to lighten the conversation.

    'It's the worst of luck to bring a woman to sea. It's the worst possible luck!'

    Isbister leaned closer, her hand hot on my ankle. 'What are you whispering at, Mr Pratt? I hope you're not telling the doctor how attracted you are to me?' Her comments raised another laugh, and Pratt relapsed into miserable silence. I was embarrassed for the old seaman and looked away, but immediately wished I had not.

    For the first time since the survivors came on board, the shadowy woman was back. She eased around the circle of men, touching one here, brushing past one there, and finally stopped behind Mitchell. I fought my fear as I watched her, knowing that she portended bad news but not understanding who or what she was. I tried to rise, to speak, to warn Mitchell, but the woman merely glanced at me and I could not move. And then, as suddenly as she had appeared she was gone, as if she slid inside Mitchell.

    Isbister was speaking, with the men treasuring her woman's words as if they were oral gold. 'Tell us another story, George. Tell us about the strange goings-on in South Africa!'

    Ross smiled into her eyes, obviously enjoying her company as he began a tale of a run ashore in Durban that had the whole company in stitches.

    Captain Milne downed another mug of rum and held the bottle upside down. Only a single drip fell out. 'That's another dead soldier,' he said, and tossed it over the side, shouting 'Mitchell! Pour some gin!'

    'Yes Captain.' Disentangling himself from Isbister's enfolding arm, Mitchell ran to the keg and splashed the clear liquid into half a dozen eagerly proffered mugs.

    'Good lad! Get back to your place beside Jemmie now, and continue your education.'

    I smiled, realising that Sir Melville had been completely mistaken. He had said that Milne was 'a splendid mariner, as long as you keep him away from the bottle,' but rather than causing violence or disaster, I now knew that rum brought a rare streak of humanity to the captain. It was another lesson in human nature that I tucked away for future reference.

    Isbister welcomed Mitchell with a high giggle and a smacking kiss on his cheek that raised a cheer from some of the men, while others looked on sourly. Torrie grunted and began a private conversation with Ross.

    'There'll be trouble later,' Thoms said seriously. He looked over to me. 'As ship's doctor, should you not limit the amount of drink?'

    I sipped at my rum. Now I was used to the taste I found the sensation quite pleasant. 'It can't do much harm,' I said, nodding to the slowly smiling captain. At that moment I was much more concerned about the return of that shadowy woman. Who was she and from what misunderstood quarter of my brain had she emerged? I drank more rum, welcoming the oblivion I hoped it would bring. 'It might even do some good.'

    'I hope you are right,' Thoms said. 'By God I hope you're right, but there'll be sore heads tomorrow.'

    The singing grew louder and the jokes more crude as the night progressed, but Isbister joined in with the others, fending off any straying hands with a sharp slap and light banter. It was Pratt who was first to leave, stumbling forward to the jeers and catcalls of his fellows, but I was not far behind. Mingling with drunken sealers was amusing for a while, but even through the fog of alcohol I ultimately recalled my position as surgeon of the vessel, and son-in-law to the owner and decided it would be best to withdraw. Only Isbister seemed to notice my departure, but her smile was friendly as she waved me goodbye.

    Desperately hoping that the vivacious woman would not stray into my head that night, I slid into my damply cold bunk. I closed my eyes, wondering how Lady Balgay managed to sway even in the sheltered waters of the fjord, but it was the loud scream that wakened me and I jumped up, cringed at the splitting agony of my head.

    'What in God's name was that?'
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       Some die in the wayside, some drop down on the streets, the poor sucking hobs and starving for want of milk which the empty breasts of their mothers cannot give them. Everyone can see Death in the faces of the poor.

       ROBERT SIBBALD, EYEWITNESS TO KING WILLIAM'S ILL YEARS, SCOTLAND, MID 1690S

      

     

    

    'What the devil is happening?' I emerged on deck and looked around. The lamps must have guttered out in smoke and stink hours before, and the pale Arctic night had lightened into the greyness of day. Everything was still and dismal, with Lady Balgay swinging softly to her anchor in the solemnity of the fjord.

    The scream sounded again, more drawn out, ending in a horrifying bubble of despair that raised the small hairs on the back of his skull.

    'Jesus.' I raised my voice to a shout. 'Who's that? It's me! The doctor! Where are you?'

    After the screaming came the silence, so intense and so thick I felt as if I could hack it into chunks and pack it in the blubber barrels. With my head thick and throbbing and my breathing a painful rasp in my throat I looked around, but I could see nothing unusual amongst the coiled cables and ordered gear of Lady Balgay. In the few moments since I had staggered on deck the light had already altered, turning sickly green so everything, from the sky to the neatly furled sails, was tinged and discoloured. Still dressed in nothing more than long woollen underwear I shivered uncontrollably as the gaunt slopes gloomed all around and the seal call haunted the sullen sea.

    'It's begun,' Pratt had emerged from the deckhouse that passed for a foc'sle with his skinning knife in his hand and fear on his face. 'It's begun now.'

    'What's begun now?'

    Pratt shook his head, glancing around him. 'Who was it, Doctor Cosgrove?'

    'I don't know.' I raised my voice again. 'This is the doctor! Who was screaming? Who's hurt? What's happened?'

    Donaldson burst from the foc'sle with a sealing club in his hand and murder in his eyes. 'Mr Cosgrove! Did you hear that?'

    'I did! Who was it?'

    Donaldson shook his head as others followed him; some as sparsely clad as I was, others in full furs and ready to go on watch. Mackie was giggling as he took Donaldson's club. 'It's the Naked Lady come to get us,' he said, and vomited on the deck.

    'Drunken bastard,' Donaldson said without heat, but made no move to help him.

    'Who is missing?' Learmonth glanced around, 'only the captain, the woman and the boy.'

    'Aye, we can guess what the woman and young Rab were up to,' Thoms said soberly. 'She was all over him like a dose of crabs, which is just what he'll get if he's not careful.'

    'Aye, if he's lucky that's all he'll get.' Pratt raised his voice. 'Mitchell! Where are you, you dirty wee bastard! Come here!'

    'What's all the noise?' Isbister emerged on deck with her hair a tousled mess and her eyes bleary. She put a hand to her forehead, as if she was suffering. 'What's happening here, Doctor?'

    'Was that you screaming?' Learmonth was brusque.

    'Screaming? I didn't hear anybody screaming.' Isbister blinked across to him, and then at the array of men in their underwear. 'You might make the effort to be decent in the presence of a lady.'

    'Ladies don't come on board sealing ships,' Learmonth gave her pretensions short shrift. 'And we've no time for niceties. Where's young Mitchell? Where's the boy? Is he with you?'

    'With me?' Isbister shook her head, the sudden movement obviously causing her pain. 'Why on earth would he be with me?'

    'He was with you last night.' Learmonth said grimly as he pushed down the companionway to look inside her quarters. 'It's a bloody mess but Mitchell's not there.'

    'Of course not…' Isbister began, but Learmonth ignored her.

    'Thoms, Soutar, Pratt, you search the ship. Ross and Torrie, check the engine room. Doctor, get your medical kit ready, just in case, and I'll wake the captain.' He hesitated for a second. 'He had quite a bit to drink last night so he might not be in the best of fettle.'

    Accepting that as a warning to keep out of the captain's way, I withdrew to my cabin and got my medical bag ready, checking for bandages, lint and anything else that might be needed. The screams had sounded terrible, but there were no follow-up noises, so perhaps I had imagined the intensity. Possibly it had been a yell of surprise rather than pain. Taking a deep breath, I tried to ease the pounding of my heart; I freely admit that the atmosphere on this ship unnerved me, together with the superstitious nonsense from old men such as Pratt.

    'Oh Jesus! Rab!' That was Thoms' voice, raised in concern. 'We've found him! Doctor! Come here quickly!'

    Mitchell lay face down on the ballast in the dim greyness of the main hold. His legs were at an acute angle, his left arm was twisted beneath him, his right was thrown out and blood coated him from his skull to his knees. Scrambling down the ladder, I pushed Thoms aside and knelt at the boy's side. The initial examination took only seconds. Mitchell was not breathing, his neck was clean broken and he was dead.

    The vision came unbidden and terrifyingly clear. Last night that shadowy woman had returned. She had stood behind Mitchell before gradually and insidiously merging with him. I flinched as the truth slammed into me. That enigmatic woman had culled him, as surely as these monsters from Norse mythology, the Choosers of the Slain, selected their victim. I closed my eyes as I recalled Pratt's fears about Frigga and the destruction of the figurehead. What would be dismissed as laughable superstition while safe in Dundee was quite different out on the ice.

    Learmonth was kneeling beside Mitchell, holding his head very gently. 'He must have gone to the heads in the night and fallen down the hold.' His voice was quiet. 'Poor wee bugger, on his first voyage north.' Sighing, he looked up at me, his eyes hooded. 'He was a fisherman too, from Broughty. He had spent all his life in the fishing boats but he wanted some adventure before he settled down.'

    'How could he fall down the hold?' I asked. 'He was the most agile man aboard! Remember how he danced on the bowsprit and was always playing up aloft?'

    'More importantly,' Thoms wondered, 'who left the hatch cover off? The captain always insists it's battened down in case the weather turns foul.'

    'Aye,' by that time I could swear as fluently as any Greenlandman and proved it, there and then. 'There's something not right here.' That woman was in there, in the hold beside me. I could feel her presence as she prowled among the blubber barrels, drifted across the shingle and gloated over the twisted corpse of Mitchell.

    The boy accused us through wide staring eyes. He had been open and handsome in life but death made him ugly, his features twisted and his mouth gaping in a scream that I knew would live forever in my memory.

    'All this way for adventure,' Learmonth repeated, 'to end up falling down the hold.'

    'Well,' Thoms said, looking at the body. 'He's had all the adventure he's going to get. That's the end of Robert Mitchell.'

    'Let me see him properly.' I ordered. 'Bring a light!'

    Clambering down to the hold, Captain Milne held the lantern high so the flickering light bounced shadows across the shingle ballast and stacked casks. I knelt down and straightened the body before I examined the boy's wounds. What I found only increased my feelings of unease.

    'Jesus,' I blasphemed, 'something's been chewing at him.'

    'Oh sweet God!' Pratt had joined me, one hand closed on his scrimshaw mermaid. 'Chewing?'

    'Look at this!' I lifted Mitchell's right arm to show where the boy's sleeve had been gnawed through; there were raw puncture wounds on the flesh beneath. 'These are teeth marks.'

    'Rats,' Captain Milne gave his verdict, as Pratt stepped back, making small sounds of terror. 'Every ship is overrun with rats.'

    'No Captain,' Pratt shook his head, clutching his scrimshaw as if it would save his life. 'It wasn't rats!'

    'Shut your mouth!' Milne hissed. 'And keep it shut, Pratt, or I'll sling you overboard and make you swim back to the Tay. Rats chewed at young Mitchell. All right?'

    'Yes, Captain,' Pratt glanced at Milne, and for a moment I wondered who scared him more, the captain or the creatures that had so mangled Mitchell's arm.

    'Bring him on deck,' Captain Milne spoke thickly, as if in pain, 'and we'll do what's necessary.'

    When I lifted the body, Mitchell's tightly closed fist opened on its own, and something trickled out.

    'That's unusual,' I said, and looked closer to see what had fallen. He had held a few small stones together with a brittle fragment of something smooth and white. Thinking it was only a seashell, I was about to throw it away when Pratt took a deep breath.

    'Oh God, Doctor! See what the lad was holding!'

    'A piece of shell,' I said, carelessly, but looked again when I saw the horror on Pratt's face. I had been mistaken; the white object was not a shell. 'No, it's not. It's a bone. It looks like a piece of a human skull; the eye socket, I think.' Holding it closer to the lantern, I examined it more closely. 'Yes, it might be a human eye socket. I wonder how that got here.'

    'Don't touch it!' Backing against the blubber barrels, Pratt was absolutely petrified, one hand stretched before him and the other clutching his scrimshaw mermaid. 'Throw it away, doctor, if you value your life! Oh God, oh my God. They're coming for us!' He began to sob, with great tears rolling down his cheeks.

    'It's all right, Mr Pratt,' I tried to soothe him, dropping the piece of bone back onto the shingle. 'Whoever it belonged to is long dead now. It's more important to take care of poor Robert here.'

    'No, no, no. That won't help. They're coming. It's the ballast!'

    'Ballast my arse!' Pushing Pratt contemptuously aside, Captain Milne swung a mighty kick. 'Get over there, you snivelling wreck! Go and help with your mate!'

    While Pratt began to whimper, Learmonth stooped closer. 'Come on, John. It's only a piece of bone. It's probably from some drowned seaman washed ashore on the skerry.' Patting Pratt's shoulder, he looked up at the circle of faces that surrounded the hold. 'Right lads, let's get poor wee Rab on deck and get him ready.'

    Some of the hands came down willingly; others hung back, unwilling to touch the dead body of a boy they had known so well in life, but it was Torrie who looked most upset.

    'He wouldn't have just fallen, not Rab. He was sure footed as a goat.' He lowered his voice, glowering around the deck. 'Some bastard must have pushed him. Maybe it was one of the survivors!' He pointed to Sinclair. 'Where were you when Rab fell?'

    Sinclair stepped back. 'How should I know where I was when the lad fell? When did he fall? Anyway, I spent the night in the foc'sle with everybody else.'

    'He was with us,' Donaldson nodded in vigorous agreement. 'Snoring his bloody head off.'

    'Aye,' Mackie agreed. 'It wasn't Sinky.'

    'It must have been the woman then. Where the hell is she anyway?'

    'God knows. Give a hand here!'

    With Captain Milne supervising, the broken body of Mitchell was hoisted up and laid gently on the deck. The men gathered around, most with expressions of grief but Mackie with a terrible excitement in his eyes.

    'I've never seen a dead man before,' he said.

    'He was pushed,' Torrie said, and suddenly pointed. 'She pushed him!'

    Isbister was standing alone beside the mizzenmast.

    'Why would she do that?' Captain Milne asked. 'Don't be stupid, Torrie. It was an accident and he fell in the dark. It was ugly, tragic but simple. These things happen at sea.'

    'Not to Rab they wouldn't.' Torrie lifted his chin in defiance but suddenly all his anger disappeared. One minute he was a savage, muscular young man, all ire and fury, but the next he was sobbing, his shoulders shaking as he knelt beside the dead body of the boy who was the nearest thing to a friend he had on board. 'Rab!'

    It was Isbister who reached him first, pulling him close and leading him away from the inarticulate sympathy of the men. 'Come on, Albert. He's gone now. You can't help him.'

    'But he was my friend.' Torrie had dropped any pretence at insensitivity. 'I didn't want him to die.'

    'Nobody did. Come on now. He was my friend too.'

    'Leave them,' I took control as gently as I could, stopping Ross when he moved toward Torrie. 'A woman's touch will do him good.' I was pleasantly surprised at my own insight, but amazingly and unexpectedly grateful that Isbister was comforting Torrie. At that moment, other matters demanded my attention.

    When I examined Mitchell properly I found his neck, femur and left arm were all fractured, and he had two cracked ribs. All these could be caused by a fall into the hold from the deck, but I paid particular attention to the teeth marks on his forearm. 'These aren't rat bites,' I pointed out as quietly as I could. 'They're far too large.'

    'Robert Mitchell fell into the hold and broke his neck.' Captain Milne ignored my comments. 'That's what happened. Put that on your piece of paper Doctor, and we'll all be satisfied.'

    'Aye, Captain,' I had no doubt about the cause of death, only the reason and what happened afterward. I refused to withdraw, despite Milne's vicious look. 'I heard two screams and he couldn't have fallen twice. The second scream was long; it lasted for about five seconds, as if he was in great pain. He couldn't have screamed after he died.' I shivered, remembering the horror of that memory.

    Frowning from the aftermath of two bottles of rum, Captain Milne thrust a stubby finger into my stomach. 'What did he die of?'

    'A broken neck, Captain.'

    'Then that's what you write. You're no Sherlock Holmes, Doctor; so don't try to be too clever. I only heard one scream and I've far better hearing than you have. Your ears must be playing tricks on you. Broken neck – write it!'

    What choice did I have? I had to record the cause of death and, as the captain said, Mitchell had died of a broken neck. My pen spluttered as I recorded the facts, but we both knew were things unsaid. 'And the second scream? And the bite marks?'

    'As nobody except you claims to have heard the second scream, Doctor, we can discount it. You were hearing things. Perhaps you were having a nightmare.' Milne leaned closer. 'Do you have nightmares, Dr Cosgrove?'

    'Well yes,' I thought of that veiled woman.

    'There you are then; it was a nightmare.' Captain Milne turned aside.

    'I was awake when I heard that second scream,' I was surprised at my own stubbornness, 'and what about the teeth marks?'

    'Rats.' Milne abruptly stepped closer so his breath was warm and foetid on my face and his eyes green and viciously boring into mine. 'What else could it have been?'

    I closed my mouth and said nothing. I could not speak of the woman that slid in and out of my consciousness and had slithered inside Mitchell's body, or the feeling of horror that lived constantly with me. A man did not mention such things, and I had come north partly to prove myself as a man.

    'So finish scribbling on your bit paper, Doctor and I'll make the necessary arrangements.'
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       Confronting a storm is like fighting God. All the powers in the universe seem to be against you and, in an extraordinary way, your irrelevance is at the same time both humbling and exalting

       FRANCIOSE LEGRANDE

      

     

    

    We buried Mitchell at the side of the fjord, scraping a shallow grave in the frozen ground and covering the body with stones to keep it safe from any prowling animals. Captain Milne gave a short service and the crew ducked their heads and sang a mournful hymn. Few spoke to each other, but most patted Torrie on the shoulder in unspoken sympathy. The young fireman was white faced and clearly shocked, occasionally shaking his head as he mechanically sang, although it was obvious that the words gave him no comfort.

    I noticed that Isbister stood apart until the service began, but stepped close to Torrie immediately we covered the body. Pratt stood alone the whole time, watching Isbister and Sinclair like a rabbit with a stoat. Even in the plunging temperatures of the Arctic, I could see the sweat beading his face. The sound of shovels on the gravelled shingle of the frozen shore was something from the seventh pit of hell.

    'All right.' Captain Milne stepped back from the grave immediately the final stone was laid. 'Rab Mitchell was a nice lad but he's gone now.' He looked around his crew. 'We've wasted enough time, so let's do what we're here for. Let's capture some seals and get home.'

    

    'And now there are twelve.' Pratt came behind me as I stood watching the final batch of sealskins dragged aboard. When Lady Balgay had arrived the fjord was a place of peace and solitude; now it was a slaughterhouse and the water was greasy with blood.

    'Aye. Twelve, Mr Pratt.' I glanced at the lonely grave, already covered by a wreath of snow. Robert Mitchell's parents would have wanted the boy taken home, but he would lie here forever, alone with the remnants of the animals he had come to hunt.

    'Can I speak to you, please, Dr. Cosgrove?'

    'Of course.' Since the encounter with the bladdernose seal, I had come to understand Pratt. Beneath the quivering superstition there was a high imagination and sensitiveness unusual among these sealers. In different circumstances Pratt might have made something of himself, but there was little chance of advancement for an illiterate seaman dragged up on Dundee's dockside. In a moment of introspection, I wondered how I would have fared if my background had been different. Probably no better than Pratt, I decided, and shivered at the thought.

    'The captain said that I wasn't to say anything, but I've been thinking, Doctor, especially after Mitchell's death…' Pratt looked at me for support.

    'I understand.' Expecting Pratt to speak about his sorrow, I held his eyes. 'You can tell me anything you like, Mr Pratt. We know each other well enough now.'

    'Yes, Doctor. It was the ballast that killed young Rab.'

    There had been no visions in the seven days of hunting since Mitchell's death, but those few words of Pratt's immediately reawakened the fear that shadowed my mind. I tried to adopt the pose of a stern, educated man. 'I hope this is not more of your superstitious nonsense, Mr Pratt.'

    'No, Doctor. This is true. Please…' there were nearly tears in Pratt's eyes and he implored me with an outstretched hand. 'Please listen, Dr Cosgrove.'

    Taking a deep breath, I nodded reluctantly, wondering if I could fight my own fears by concentrating on those of others. 'Carry on.'

    'It was the ballast, Doctor. Everybody knows that Gass Skerries is an unlucky place. Nobody goes there. Even the local fishermen avoid it.'

    Torn between my duty to help my patient and my desire to block out fears I knew to be irrational, I hesitated, but years of training triumphed. 'Why is that?' I swallowed hard, trying to control the terror that lurked at the fringe of my sane mind. 'You'll have to tell me everything, John, so we can clear this away.'

    'Yes, Doctor.' Pratt's arm felt like a steel hawser when he wrapped it around my shoulder and guided me to the lee of the mainmast.

    I noticed Isbister watching, but turned my back in the hope she would take the hint and keep her distance. 'Carry on, Mr Pratt.'

    'It's not good to take ballast from Gass Skerries.' Pratt hesitated, obviously hoping for encouragement.

    'Why is that, John?' I knew I was delving deeper than I really wished to go, but I thought that if I could remove some of Pratt's fears, I might find a way to deal with my own. Already I could feel that phantom stirring, emerging from the fringe of my consciousness. I shivered, but tried to concentrate on Pratt; my duty as a doctor was to help my patient recover from the death of Mitchell. My own mental welfare came second.

    'You won't know the story, sir.' Pratt exhaled slowly, with the resulting moisture freezing on his beard. His hands shook as he produced a stubby pipe and thrust it in his mouth, sucking out of habit, for there was no tobacco in the bowl.

    'Not at all,' I admitted, wishing that I could ignore this old man and run. But where could I go? There is nowhere to hide on a fifty-eight ton ketch in the Arctic.

    'It's called Gass Skerries, but the original name was Gallows Skerries because there was a hanging there,' Pratt sucked noisily and looked at me, to ensure I was still listening. 'You see, hundreds of years ago there was a great famine in Scotland. King William's Ill Years, they called it, because King William was on the throne and it lasted for years.'

    'I understand,' I vaguely recalled the term from my school days. It had been at the end of the seventeenth century, and thousands of people had died of hunger and disease. If I remembered correctly, the famine had occurred at the same time as a trade depression and had been a factor in driving Scotland into the Union with England. 'It was a terrible time.'

    'It was,' Pratt agreed sadly, as if he had experienced the famine in person. 'Well, it hit Orkney as badly as anywhere else, except for one married couple at Tormiston, on the east coast of the Orkney mainland. They stayed fit despite the deaths all around them. In these old days people began to suspect witchcraft, and they sent over the minister to see what was happening.' Pratt paused for a moment, again checking to see if I was paying attention.

    I shivered as a chill wind slid from the gaunt slopes on either side. These stark hills seemed to be watching, resenting this small vessel that had marred their island with death.

    'And that was the last they saw of the minister.' Pratt spoke louder to hold my interest. 'He was never seen again. So the people got even more worried, and three of them armed themselves with staves and swords and marched across the moor to the farm at Tormiston. After a day only one returned, and he was half mad with fear.'

    A gust of wind struck Lady Balgay, howling through the rigging like a tormented soul so that I looked up in increasing fear. My eye caught Isbister just as the wind flattened the bulky furs against her body. For a second I remembered the occasion when she had stood naked before me, and I shamefully but vividly recalled every curve and swell of her figure.

    'No!' I tried to deny the vision, but the brief, guilty memory had already prompted the memories I hoped to repress and that dark headed woman encroached across my imagination, hips swaying tantalisingly and her allure undoubted and unrestrained. I strained to see her face, but Pratt was waiting for a response, his harsh breathing shattering my train of thought.

    'The man who returned was half mad with fear,' Pratt repeated, urging me to listen.

    'What had happened?' I allowed Pratt time to relax a little, knowing that the woman was also waiting; waiting with the patience of the damned.

    'Well, sir,' Pratt shook his head. 'We'll never know for sure, of course, but that sole survivor told of horrible things, of a cottage with human limbs hanging up, and of people eating human flesh.'

    'Cannibals!' I was not sure whether to be shocked or amused. I had heard of such things happening in the Pacific Islands and such like remote places, but knew they could never occur in a Christian country like Scotland. Confining Pratt's tale to complete fantasy, I pretended to be outraged. 'No wonder the man was upset. What happened next, John?'

    Pratt gripped his scrimshaw mermaid as if for security. 'All the people of the area gathered together and marched to Tormiston. There was a great mob of them, men and women together, with sticks and rocks and whatever weapons they could find, and as they marched they sang psalms to give them strength. Of course, once the cannibals saw them they tried to run away, but the people captured them and held them tight.' Pratt looked down at the deck with his body trembling as if he had actually witnessed the events he described.

    'They examined the cannibals, and found they were fit and far healthier than anybody else in that time of dearth, and then they looked inside the farmhouse.' Pratt lowered his voice to little more than a whisper. 'They found the remains of men and women hanging from the rafters, legs and arms and other things. It was horrible, Dr Cosgrove, horrible…'

    'Yes, John,' I placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 'But it was all a long time ago, if it happened at all.'

    'Yes, Dr. Cosgrove.' Taking a deep breath, Pratt continued. 'The people pronounced sentence and they dragged the cannibals to the point and hanged them there and then, right on the tip.' He looked at me, as if for condemnation.

    'I can understand that,' I said, struggling to push aside the woman who stepped into the realms of my conscious mind. She was no longer alone, for a man stood at her side and both smiled at me with teeth stained with blood.

    Encouraged, Pratt finished his story. 'Some were going to throw the dead bodies in the sea, others wanted to burn them, but instead they buried them there, on unconsecrated ground under the shingle, so that they can never get rest. The people built a cairn over the graves as a reminder of the terrible sins, and it remained as a shingle spit for decades. It was about forty years later, about 1739 that a high tide and a storm changed the coastline forever so the spit became a skerry.'

    'Gass Skerry?'

    'Gallows Skerry, it was known as,' Pratt corrected sternly, 'but eventually the name was shortened to Gass. And now that skerry is cursed. No local will ever go there and nobody will ever go near the cairn that was built over the cannibal's bodies.'

    I shuddered involuntarily: it was that same cairn from which I had taken a shovelful of ballast, the same cairn that Pratt had refused to go near. I nodded as the images in my mind altered. Where before there had been a single female wraith, now there were two much more substantial figures, smiling with bloody teeth as I learned their story, laughing as they emerged from the anonymity of the shingle mound and basked in the freedom of exposure.

    'Nonsense,' I tried to dismiss my imaginings. I knew I was only augmenting my own fantasies with those of Pratt, but after hearing the story, and being aware of Pratt's deep superstition, I could understand his reluctance to take ballast from the cairn. I took a deep breath and looked away; if I concentrated on Jennifer, I could push the two ethereal images from my mind, forcing them back step by bloodstained step. Jennifer would be my saviour. 'That's some story,' I said at last.

    'It's a true story,' Pratt insisted, 'and some of the boys are unhappy that we took ballast from the skerry. It's unlucky, and we had thirteen people for that gathering, and one a woman, on a ship named after Friday.' His voice rose as the hysteria took control of him. 'Doctor! We're all cursed! We must put back the ballast!' Lunging forward, he grabbed my arms, thrusting his face forward. 'It's the ballast, Doctor Cosgrave!'

    'John! John!' I wrestled free from Pratt's grip and held him secure. 'It's all right!' I waited until some of the madness cleared from his eyes before I continued. 'Now listen. We've changed the name, Mr Pratt, and got rid of the figurehead. The Friday thing is gone! And there are no longer thirteen on board. That's why young Rab left; he was trying to help us, John.' I guessed that logic would not work against Pratt's superstition, so I had to ease his fears by other methods. 'We only have to catch a few score more seals and we'll be heading back home. Think of that, Mr Pratt. Dundee is waiting for us.'

    'Aye, sir,' Pratt sounded doubtful. 'And so are these cannibals.' His eyes looked directly into mine, wild as any devil-worshipping heathen. 'We'll never see Dundee, Dr Cosgrove, not with that ballast on board. There are too many evil things happening on this boat,' he shook his head, looking old and suddenly, terribly, weary. 'Far too many things, Doctor.'

    I struggled to sleep that night, lying in that bunk that reeked of damp and with Pratt's words echoing and re-echoing around my head. I thought of the name, Frigga, and of the crew of thirteen; I thought of the death of Mitchell and the tale of the ballast, and although I knew each item on its own could be explained away, the combination was far more potent than the sum of its component parts. And always there was that shadowy figure, the image of voluptuous femininity fused with a hidden horror with which I knew I could not cope.

    I sat up suddenly as the feeling of chill dread returned, many times stronger than before. They were here; the woman and the man; I could feel their presence on Lady Balgay, even in this cabin. I looked up, fighting the fear as both figures lingered near the cabin door.

    'What do you want?' I failed to conceal the quaver in my voice.

    They did not speak, but I knew I was to follow them as they drifted through the ship, their feet noiseless on the deck but leaving a red smear that could only be blood. Lady Balgay was quiet save for the normal creaks and groans and the constant whistle of wind through her rigging, and I knew that the crew could neither hear nor see us, although I do not think I was sleeping.

    Nevertheless, despite my fear, I confess to being interested in this strange shift of the mind, and resolved to write a paper on the psychological effects of worry and danger as soon as I returned to Dundee. If I remained logical and did not allow this strange mental aberration to take complete control, I could chronicle these occurrences, but rationality was difficult when one was coping with personifications dredged from a combination of recent experiences and one's own imagination.

    The images ushered me forward, past the canvas screen that concealed Isbister, past the storerooms and into the foc'sle. When I saw the entire crew sleeping there, the logical part of my mind confirmed that this occurrence was imaginary, for I knew there would be men constantly on watch, but the two figures were my guides and I must do as they willed. It was strange that I now felt no personal fear. I knew, somehow, that I was in no immediate danger, although I sensed great evil.

    The realisation that my mind could create such wickedness was immensely disturbing; I would have to explore this new side to my personality. Much more importantly, I would have to ensure it never escaped to harm Jennifer.

    The men lay in their bunks, some snoring noiselessly, others, such as Pratt, curled up in foetal balls and twitching as nightmares roamed their minds. When the woman looked at me, her eyes were ensnaring caverns in a featureless face, and she eased casually past me to fondle the sea chests. Most had decorated lids, lovingly painted pictures of a clipper ship, the face of a wife, or initials carved with pride. The seaman spent hours on such artistry in order to retain some individuality in an environment where they were powerless cogs, human machines with a function to work the ship and not people with a past, present and slow-fading hopes for a future. Although I could not see the woman's face, I knew she was smiling as she examined the chests for a long moment before moving off, toward the sleeping crew.

    Ignoring Torrie, who lay with both hands snug in the cradle of his upper thighs, and Thoms, who looked so peaceful it was hard to believe that he barely took breath between complaints, the man stopped where Soutar lay in an untidy heap. With a telling glance at me, the man leaned over and slowly, nearly lovingly, kissed the helmsman full on the mouth. Looking sideways at me, he lay on top of Soutar and then gradually the two bodies became one in an obscene parody of the act of love.

    More intrigued than disgusted, I said nothing as the female figure beckoned to me before withdrawing from the foc'sle. I followed, easing back through the sleeping ship with the woman throwing occasional glances over her shoulder as if to ensure I was still there. She brought me to my own cabin, where Learmonth lay on the bunk, his brows furrowed in concentration as he dreamed us safely back to Dundee. The woman gave that light, terrible laugh and slid beside him, gyrating her curves until she merged with the bosun, and then disappeared, leaving me alone with my horror.

    'No, please, no!' Remembering the cull of young Mitchell, I shook my head, denying what I had seen. 'Don't take Leerie!'

    The shadows lifted, gradually but inexorably and I was on the chair, with my medical bag on my knee and the sound of Learmonth's snores battling the creaks from Lady Balgay. I did not understand much of what had happened, but knew there were worse times ahead.

    'Doctor!' Captain Milne was glaring at me. 'What the hell are you playing at? It's your watch! You should be on deck, damn your idleness!'

    As the summer days passed, Captain Milne headed northward, where the mature, well-blubbered seals spent the season, but bad weather followed Lady Balgay like avaricious mourners behind the hearse of a wealthy man. Day after day the wind came from the north east, driving us further from our intended destination of Spitsbergen and toward the distant coast of Greenland, and although Captain Milne burned bunker coal recklessly as he tried to battle north, the wind drove us westward as persistently as a politician's prevarication.

    'Lift to them, old lady, up my bonnie lass!' Captain Milne stood by the helmsman with his frustration at Lady Balgay's sideways progress causing him to adulterate his encouragement with frustrated threats, 'come on you old hussie, steer for your Daddy or I'll sell you for scrap!'

    'It's no good, Captain!' Lashed to the wheel for safety, Soutar had to shout above the roaring of the gale. 'She won't go against this storm.'

    'Well damn and blast and bugger her!' Milne shook a fist at the malignant wind that stopped him from hunting his prey. 'I'll not be defeated! I want to hunt seals! Hold her steady, Soutar, by God, and we'll run the engine until there's no coal left!' Turning forward, he kicked the mizzenmast. 'My luck hasn't turned yet, mister! This is my last voyage and we'll come back full or we'll come back dead!'

    'Maybe Mr Soutar's right, sir,' I shouted, but I knew Captain Milne would ignore my voice of inexperience.

    Blowing into the voice tube that led to the engine room, Captain Milne shouted his orders. 'Keep shuffling in the coal, Torrie, lad, and keep these engines thumping, chief!'

    With all sails furled so she was under bare masts and the screw howling its protest every time it lifted clear of the sea, Lady Balgay fought the wind, dipping her bowsprit into the waves, alternately lifting her screaming screw clear of the waves and plunging it deep into the sucking green water. The ketch accepted the hundreds of gallons of bitter cold sea that cascaded on board but each time she shook herself free, she was slightly more sluggish, and each time she was slightly more reluctant to answer the helm.

    'We could jettison the ballast now,' Learmonth yelled his advice. 'Lighten her a bit.' He was always on deck in bad weather, ready to lend a hand.

    'Then she'd be skittish as a young colt, Leerie. We need the weight to keep her stable.'

    Red eyed from a sixteen-hour stint at the wheel, Soutar staggered as a fresh wave crashed over the bows and swept the length of the deck, cascading against the upturned boats and hammering at the door of the deckhouse like Satan's knock of doom. 'Captain!' He looked up, the sinews of his forearms straining to hold the vessel secure. 'She can't take much more of this!'

    He looked aft and I saw his eyes widening in horror as we both saw the rogue wave. It rose far above the sluggish Lady Balgay, hissing with menace, mottled green and white. With its tip curled level with the mizzen mast it hung over us ominously for a long half minute, dripping bucket loads of iced water and with spindrift blowing like the breath of the kraken. We watched it as it began to drop and Soutar closed his eyes in resigned surrender, praying hopelessly. The wave exploded on the stern, thundering thousands of gallons of the North Atlantic on to the tiny ketch. The force of the wave knocked away his feet and threw him forward into the spinning spokes of the wheel, splintering two of his ribs and sending him spiralling on to the deck.

    'Sooty!' I stretched helplessly for him, too slow and too late to be of any use.

    Soutar screamed once, in horror and agony as the sea embraced him, carrying him kicking to the rail, but, faster than I ever could be, Learmonth lunged forward, one hand on the lifeline and the other snatching at Soutar's sou'wester.

    'Sooty! Hold on, Sooty! I'm here!'

    For a moment both men stared at each other, eyes meeting eyes in a brief acceptance of a friendship that neither man had acknowledged, but both had understood. In that second I knew they were as close as any two people could be, linked by fear and companionship and flesh amidst the worst horror the sea could throw up. It was the culmination of their lives as they linked hands, and I could do nothing but watch.

    I stared at the horrendous scene as a succession of giant waves reared the height of the mizzen mast, the tops hissing and spraying spindrift before they broke in a welter of white fangs that cascaded down toward the heaving, twisting deck. I saw Learmonth gripping Soutar's hand, both men lying full length on the bucking deck with the sea smashing on top of them.

    'Hold on, man! I've got you!' Learmonth was screaming; his eyes fixed on Soutar.

    'But the ship!' Soutar looked up, his face contorted with a combination of agony and fear for the predicament of Lady Balgay, but alight with the sudden realisation that Learmonth had risked everything for him. 'Get the wheel!' He looked upward and whispered, 'God save us.'

    The wave thundered on to the deck so one moment there were four men struggling for survival and the next only Captain Milne and I remained, staring at the twisted rail and the gap where Learmonth and Soutar, two of the best and steadiest seamen on board, had once been.

    'Sweet Jesus in heaven! No!' I had known it would happen, for the figures had warned me. They had emerged from the shades of my mind, but whether to inform or to select, I did not know. But I did know that I had been warned and I had done nothing to help. The torment of failure added to the agony of loss.

    And now there were only ten left on board Lady Balgay.

    That fatal wave proved to be the worst, for having completed its prescribed mission, the storm subsided, with the wind easing to fitful gusts and each battering wave smaller than its predecessor. I remained on deck, paralysed by the numbness of shock as Captain Milne took the helm and Lady Balgay gradually stabilised, two hundred miles to the westward of her intended position.

    Huddled wordless beside the mainmast, I did not remove Isbister's hand when she placed it on my shoulder.

    'You could not help it,' she said softly, her lilting accent now as homely as anything from Dundee.

    I inched instinctively closer, knowing that although Jennifer would listen with sympathy to my stories of the Arctic, she would never fully understand as Isbister, who had lived through the same experiences, would. At that moment I was closer to Isbister than to my wife, and I hated the world for forcing me to accept that truth.

    'It's just life up here.' Isbister shook her head and I allowed her to speak.

    The female figure was smiling to me, her eyes soft with empathy and her body more a comfort than a temptation. She was no longer trapped in the fringe of my subconscious but had emerged from that shadowy periphery into the cognisant, but she was not yet completed. However rounded her body, however deep the eyes, there was still a hazing there, a quality I could not define and I instinctively knew that there would be other sacrifices before my voyage was complete. The unwanted insight made me feel physically sick.

    I looked at Isbister, but my painful insight had already altered our incipient relationship. She might understand life out here, but she was still not Jennifer. I wanted my wife back. I wanted desperately to go home.
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       The bear, unable to make much resistance, opened his mouth however, sufficiently wide to swallow the man, and bellowed like thunder.
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    'And then there were ten,' Pratt seemed calmer now, as if he were resigned to his doom. He stared at the waves that stretched quietly to infinity. 'I knew Sooty for twelve years,' he said, 'and the bosun for eight. Good men. We won't get many more of their quality.'

    'Perhaps not.' I was still sobered by the completeness of their death. In these latitudes there was no point in searching for their bodies; the sea had reached out and plucked them as easily as a man picking a raspberry from a cane. It had been their time and that was that.

    'It was the ballast,' Pratt said quietly. He looked behind him where Isbister stood near the stern, speaking with Captain Milne, 'and that woman.'

    'It was the sea,' I was unsure if I was trying to convince Pratt or myself, 'and nothing but the sea.' Despite my words I followed Pratt's eyes. My conscious, reasoning self knew it had not been Isbister, but I could now fully understand how the superstitious Pratt could link the coincidence of her arrival with the story of the cannibals on Gass Skerries. The certainties of city life were missing out here, and things that might elsewhere be rationally explained were ambiguous and distorted.

    Up here, death waited in a shadow's guise, and temptation took the form of an imaginary female or the contents of a bottle, so a man's mind could easily veer from what was considered conventional to the irrational fears that the primitive had always harboured. Hardship and fear were bitter educators, and the lessons they taught would not always be recognised in the more comfortable and secure environments of Academia or even in the damp streets of a Scottish city.

    'It was the ballast,' Pratt repeated. 'And what it contained.'

    'What it contained?' I reflected on the psychological process that had created images from my mind to select Learmonth and Soutar for sacrifice, but the practical Pratt had a more direct focus.

    'Remember when we found young Rab?'

    'Of course,' I nodded.

    'He was holding a piece of bone.' Pratt faced me, obviously fighting his fear as he gave his unbelievable points in a logical and controlled manner. 'That bone came from one of the cannibals that were buried on Gass Skerry. It could not have come from anywhere else. By taking that bone on board, Doctor, we have set them loose. They're here, on Lady Balgay, and they're killing us one by one.' His hand was shaking as he thrust his empty pipe between stained teeth. 'Remember how Rab's arm was all chewed? That was them.'

    'That was rats,' I tried to sound reasonable. 'The hold is full of them.' I did not mention the size of the tooth marks, or the second, terrible scream. I did not mention my own imagined images, or the sweated fear with which I viewed my bunk every evening, in case they were waiting.

    'And then these two,' Pratt jerked a thumb toward Isbister, 'came on board. We'll have to get rid of them, Dr Cosgrove, and we'll only do that by returning the bones to their grave. They must go back to the exact same spot.' He hesitated and then his urgent hand gripped my sleeve. 'Please tell the captain, Doctor! He'll listen to you.'

    A few weeks earlier, I would have laughed Pratt off the deck, but my recent experiences had made me much more sympathetic. 'Well, Mr Pratt, perhaps you are correct, at least about the ballast.' I knew that a pile of stones, even a huddle of splintered bones, could not be blamed for the three deaths, but my own psychological torment had brought some empathetic enlightenment to Pratt's beliefs. Where I had reasoned that the immense strain of this voyage that had somehow granted me this terrible insight into death, the ultimate enemy of the medical profession, the less educated Pratt would see things on a different plane, but with the same objective.

    We both knew that there was something wrong on Lady Balgay, but we dealt with it in a manner that suited our own training and experience. While I subconsciously sought to ease my troubled mind with nightmare imaginings, Pratt wanted to remove a supposed supernatural blight with a physical action. I considered what response would best help my patient.

    'I think we maybe should ask Captain Milne to call at the Gass Skerry on our return journey,' I said. 'And we can dump all the ballast.'

    'It's only the bones that matter…' Pratt began, but I stopped him with a raised hand.

    'It would be easier to dump the lot,' I pointed out. 'The captain would never agree to sift through ten tons of stones.'

    'No,' Pratt was shaking, nearly collapsing with relief. 'No, you're right, sir.' Taking hold of my hand with both his own, he shook so hard that I felt my wrist creak. 'Thank you, Doctor. Thank you! The captain will listen to you, but never to me.' He was laughing hysterically, his eyes bright with relieved tears and I could neither object nor free myself when he suddenly took me in a rough hug.

    'My, Doctor Cosgrove,' Isbister had arrived very quietly and stood watching, her head tilted to the side. 'Whatever would your wife say?' She opened her eyes wide, smiled and walked away, swaying her hips in a manner frighteningly reminiscent of the dark woman from the shadows.

    'Maybe now the captain will think about taking us home,' I was unable to prevent myself from watching the retreating Isbister. 'We can't stay up here much longer.'

    'God, I hope you're right, doctor,' Pratt took a long breath to control his sobbing.

    Captain Milne, however, was not so easily defeated. When he called us all together just after dawn the next day, I felt a surge of hope. I could nearly see the green slopes of Dundee Law lifting over the horizon and hear Jennifer's melodious voice as she called me home. I stood side by side with Pratt, trembling with excitement at the thought of going home.

    'Right lads,' Captain Milne addressed the assembled crew from his position beside the wheel. 'We are all saddened by the loss of Learmonth and Soutar. Coming on top of Mitchell's accident it was a grievous blow, but we're all seamen and we know that such things happen at sea. We must just make the best of it. For the sake of them both, and to make some money for their widows, we will make one last attempt to fill our holds'

    Pratt looked at me, his obvious dread mirroring the lack of enthusiasm in the crew. They were subdued, disheartened by the deaths; nobody cheered the prospect of another seal hunt. Although it was obvious that the majority just wanted to go home, I knew with a sick slide of dismay that nobody would protest when Captain Milne scanned them with those smoky green eyes.

    'We'll anchor soon and spend a day or two on the ice. I know there are seals nearby; I can sense them, hiding among the floes, and if there are seals, then there's profit for us. It will mean higher wages boys, oil money for your wives and the publicans of Dock Street.'

    This time there was neither enthusiasm nor excitement, but what was left of the crew quietly made ready the seal clubs and rifles, following Captain Milne's orders as they had since they left Victoria Dock. Only Mackie and Donaldson retained something of the fervour of their earlier hunts, exchanging bawdy banter and boasting how many seals they would kill.

    'Five shillings says I'll beat your total, Macks!' Donaldson swung his club, the savage weapon swishing through the air.

    'You're on, Billy. So that's five shillings less in your pay already!' They grinned at each other, oblivious to the sullen silence of the remainder of the men.

    Captain Milne also ignored the mood of his crew. 'Thoms! You're the bosun now; and Donaldson,' Milne gestured to the club swinging man. 'You and Ross are in charge of the ship. I want Torrie with us; his muscles will come in handy.'

    Albert Torrie gave a small smile, as Milne had no doubt intended. At eighteen the fireman was now the youngest person on board but his work in the engine room had massively developed his chest and arm muscles. Donaldson was less happy, glancing at Mackie before he voiced loud protest.

    'Captain! Macks and I always work together. Anyway, I'm one of the best sealers you've got while Torrie is only a fireman! Leave the doctor on board; he's as much use as a fart in a gale!'

    'You shut your mouth, Donaldson!' Captain Milne was in no mood to listen to arguments. 'I need two men left on board and one has to be a seaman. That's all there is to it. The rest of you, get to work!'

    With heads low and shoulders hunched, we trailed from Lady Balgay and on to the ice. Captain Milne was in front, with Pratt at the rear and the rest of us in between, a straggling group of seven men, for the captain had insisted that I come along in case of injury. 'Head up, Mr Pratt,' I whispered. 'If we kill enough seals this time, we can get back home.'

    'Yes, Dr Cosgrove,' Pratt agreed sulkily, 'but I want to get those bones back right now!'

    I could not reply as I bowed my head to the inevitable and trudged into the wilderness ahead.

    Unlike our previous expedition, we were not on a continuous plateau of ice but on a much less stable scattering of flat floes and hummocks, separated by chasms of unpredictable depth that we had to leap across. I hesitated as I stepped from one floe onto the next, with the sea glinting dark below, but when I realised that the Greenlandmen were unconcerned I could only follow, even though the chasms would sometimes close together, or widen alarmingly as the floes drifted apart.

    'This is ugly work,' I grunted my concerns to Captain Milne, who glowered in reply.

    'I did not design the ice, mister, and we must take what we are offered.'

    When a foolhardy seal thrust its head through holes in the ice, Mackie would yell, 'there's another one!' and a man would immediately shoot it, or use the club if it was too small a prize for a bullet. The bodies were dragged on to the ice and left there, oozing blood.

    'We'll come back and skin them later,' Captain Milne decided. 'Just now we hunt.'

    With the first few kills behind them the spirits of the men rose, although there were many references to the loss of Soutar and Learmonth, but the thought of seal oil and an easy winter at home helped ease the pain.

    'I wish I was in the Arctic Bar,' Thoms said, 'with a dirty great pint in my hand.'

    'We'll get there,' Torrie promised, throwing a chest as befitted a hunting man. 'And I'll buy the first round.'

    'Will they let you in?' Thoms asked bitterly. 'You're barely away from your mammy's reins!'

    Torrie flushed as the others laughed, but there was no denying his strength as he crushed the skull of the next seal. By midday we had killed upward of forty and were far into the ice.

    'I wish Billy was here,' Mackie said, holding up his club and watching the blood run onto his glove. 'But this is what it's all about, eh boys?'

    When there was no response I guessed that even these hunters had had their fill of slaughter. I watched Mackie for a second, seeing him as a suddenly indistinct form among the ice, with a vague, shadowy shape behind him. 'Macks?'

    That shadow slid free, took its dreadful shape of a woman and glanced in my direction as if willing me to watch.

    'Oh no!' I could barely watch as the figure merged slowly with Mackie. 'Oh Jesus; Macks!' I slid forward as the full implications came to me. Every time I had seen these terrible figures fuse with somebody, death had followed, and now they were out here on the ice and Mackie was the next to die.

    'What?' Mackie looked at me, with his mouth hovering between a smile and a sarcastic comment. 'What's the matter, Doctor?' He stepped closer, just as a crack opened in the ice at his feet.

    'Mackie!' I lunged forward, but it was Thoms who grabbed hold of his arm and dragged him clear. We stood for a moment, gaping at the expanding chasm and the unfathomably deep water beneath.

    'Jesus! Thanks, Doc, but how did you know that was going to happen?'

    I shook my head, feeling the rapid patter of my heart. 'Instinct, I suppose. I just knew that something was wrong.'

    'Well Doctor Cosgrove, you're useless at the hunting, but we'll make a Greenlandman of you yet.' Thoms slapped me resoundingly on the back as Mackie laughed hollowly and began to shake with reaction.

    I smiled weakly; a bit dizzy as I wondered if I had won. Had I defeated death by saving Mackie's life? I stared into the wastes around, the home of the seal and the great white bear, but where that shadowy figure had also appeared as comfortable as it had on Lady Balgay. Was there anywhere safe from death? It had taken me some weeks but I had finally discerned the meaning of these images, these creations of my own imagination, and now I could calculate how to use them. They were not enemies, but allies in my fight against death. Ignoring the astonished stares of the Greenlandmen, I began to laugh; perhaps that was the secret of a good doctor, realising that people were close to death and finding out how to help?

    If so, then this voyage had given me some remarkable insight. It may not have advanced my career by providing the surgical experience I had expected, but the psychological perception, in however unorthodox a manner it had arrived, would be invaluable.

    'Oh God you work in incalculable ways your wonders to perform.' I laughed louder as I realised how I had completely misunderstood. The figures represented a message of help, not a threat.

    'Are you all right, Doctor?' When Pratt placed a concerned hand on my arm I hurriedly closed my mouth, belatedly recognising the hysteria in my laughter. Taking a deep breath that threatened to freeze my lungs, I forced myself back to my present situation, where the men were clustered around the captain.

    'It will take some time to get back to the ship,' Thoms was saying quietly. 'And the weather is going to change.'

    'I want a hundred captures,' Captain Milne told him. 'Anything less is a waste of a day.'

    'But Captain; the weather.' Mackie pointed to the heavy sky, but Milne ignored him and walked in the opposite direction from where Lady Balgay lay.

    'A hundred captures, boys. No less.'

    'Aye, Captain,' Thoms nodded. 'Come on, lads. The captain will see us right.' Shoulders bowed, we followed, walking into a finely falling snow that coated us white and blurred our footprints in seconds. After half an hour the captain stopped, lifting his head.

    'I hear them, Captain!' Pratt pointed forward. 'Seals!'

    'I hear them too, Pratt. Christ, man even the Doctor can hear them and he's got house bricks for ears!'

    I gave a brisk nod, unwilling to admit that I could not hear anything but the whine of the wind and the pad of feet on the snow-covered ice. I had watched the seal killing with little emotion, for after the loss of Soutar and Learmonth a few seals counted for nothing, but now, as each step took us further from Lady Balgay, I wished I was safely in my bunk. Strangely, it was once again of Isbister that I thought rather than Jennifer, for Dundee seemed so far away it belonged to a different world. At that moment I could hardly remember my wife's face; it seemed that all there was in life was ice and snow, murderous waves and the bloody mess a club left of a seal cub's skull.

    'I'll get the first one!' Mackie was laughing, enjoying the thought of massacre for its own sake. Hefting his rifle he moved ahead, jumping over a crack that appeared in the ice. He slithered on the far side, recovered and stumbled on until he was barely visible in the whirling snow. 'I can hear them, Captain!'

    After more than three months in the north, I was used to the rapid shifts in Arctic weather and was not surprised when the wind suddenly dropped, taking the snow with it. The seal appeared almost immediately, shoving its great whiskered head through a hole in the ice and looking around with an expression of bemusement that always seemed to entertain the hunters.

    'He's looking for us,' Thoms looked for an appreciative audience for his weak joke.

    'Here I am!' Mackie obliged as he worked the lever of his Martini-Henry.

    Waiting until the seal had hauled its long body onto the ice; he pressed the muzzle of the rifle against the seal's head and pressed the trigger. The shot sounded hollow, but the entire skull exploded, spraying blood, brains and splinters of bone all around. The seal reared back, stone dead, and slumped on to the ice. Blood pooled.

    'That's another one, Captain!' Mackie waved his rifle aloft. 'That's fifteen I've killed today!' He was the only man among the crew who kept a reckoning of his personal kills, noting them carefully in a small black notebook that sat under his bunk. He called it his tally book, and boasted that 'all the nobs did the same.' Remembering Sir Melville's trophy room in Balgay House, I could not criticise him; the only differences were the type of animal and method of murder, not the fact of hunting and killing.

    'The weather's worsening, Captain,' Thoms nodded ahead, where a thicker cloud of snow was approaching.

    'Aye, you're right Alex. Damn it to hell and gone but we'll have to stop now!' Captain Milne raised his voice. 'That's it for the day, boys. Skin our captures and we'll drag them back to the ship. We'll return for more when the weather clears.'

    Pratt glanced at me, frowning. He did not speak but the message was obvious; he wanted desperately to head home, to dump the ballast and get back safely to Dundee. I could only give a helpless shrug; I could not approach Captain Milne out here, but I might try again when we were back on board.

    Mackie was laughing as he slipped the great skinning knife from his belt and started work on his last kill, taking both skin and the layer of blubber at a single stroke. It was a skilled job, and I could only wonder at the speed of these butchers, but within a few minutes Mackie had shoved aside the useless body and was dragging the skin across the ice. 'That's a few more pounds of blubber for the ship, Captain!'

    The northerly wind increased, blowing the snow on to our backs as we trudged over the ice. Within fifteen minutes we were staggering under the weight of the seals we had killed and cursing the effort of hauling them over terrain that was rapidly becoming more treacherous.

    'Captain,' Thoms jerked his head to indicate the curtain of snow that concealed our route back. 'Maybe the seals will have to wait.'

    Captain Milne looked up, grunted, and made a rapid decision. 'We'll leave the sealskins in a heap here, boys, and come back for them tomorrow. The weather is deteriorating fast.'

    'We can't leave our captures, Captain,' Mackie said. 'I've got a score to keep.'

    'They'll be safe enough here,' Milne managed a wry smile. 'There's nobody around to steal them. Just obey my orders, Mackie. I don't want to lose any more men.'

    'I'll just get that last one, then!' Mackie pointed to a seal he had shot earlier. The animal lay beside a distinctive hump of ice a few score yards to the north.

    'No!' Milne roared, but Mackie was already sliding away, his knife held point upward as he prepared for the skinning. After three months in their company, I knew that of all the crew, Mackie was perhaps the most unlikeable, but also the most natural hunter. It was the kill he enjoyed even more than the profit. He was here for the thrill of the hunt and the tally, the feel of the dead bodies under his knife and the smell of blood. Mackie was a predator: he belonged in this unrelenting environment.

    'You fool, Mackie!' Captain Milne yelled, but turned his attention to the others. 'You lads keep together now. Mackie's an old hand, he'll be all right.'

    Remembering the merging ethereal figure, I was not so sure. I glanced over his shoulder, but the snow had already cut Mackie off from my vision as if he were in a different land, rather than just a few hundred yards across the ice.
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       Staggering blind through the storm-whirl, stumbling mad through the snow

       Frozen stiff in the ice pack, brittle and bent like a bow;

       Featureless, formless, forsaken, scented by wolves in their flight,

        
        Left for the wind to make music through ribs that are glittering white;
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    'Doctor!' Pratt loomed up, as shaggy and solid as any polar bear. 'We're moving. Keep up!' He took up position at my side, acting as escort through the Arctic wilderness.

    Leaving the sealskins piled in a bloody heap, Captain Milne led us back over ice that seemed even more dangerous than before. The ice holes were more frequent and larger, while the crevasses and chasms seemed wider, and harder to see through snow that drove horizontally across that terrible landscape.

    'I hope Macks is all right, eh?' Pratt had to shout over the scream of the wind.

    I kept my head down, uncaring of anybody else's suffering. Amidst the howling gale and the veil of snow I could not think about Mackie; I could only concentrate on the next step, following the shape of the man in front and hoping that Captain Milne was leading us in the right direction. Narrowing my eyes, I peered into the hypnotic vortex of snow that disappeared into the distance. It felt as if I was staring down a long tunnel edged with a maelstrom of white flakes that spun and moved and enticed me on, while the wind thumped my back, pushing me endlessly into oblivion.

    'Doctor!' I was suddenly aware that Pratt was shouting in my ear and tugging at me; 'it's this way!'

    We had altered our route to avoid a new crevasse, but with my sense of direction completely lost in the snow, I allowed Pratt to guide me. I slogged on, miserable, hating everything, with my mind almost supine. I nodded as Pratt helped me around an ice hole, slipped, swore and nearly fell as we crested a hummock and negotiated the other side. Why had I ever come out here? This world was composed entirely on ice and snow, of misery and fear. Why had I left Dundee?

    'There she is, Doctor. There's the old Lady Balgay.'

    The sight of the ketch was like the light of salvation. She sat there, her masts alternatively appearing and disappearing as the snow shifted direction, but her black hull remained a smudge of sanity in this frigid white nothingness. 'Thank God,' I said, and meant it. Now I understood something of the feelings seamen could have for their ship. Lady Balgay was not just a place of safety and warmth; she also represented familiarity, hope, home and comradeship.

    'But where's Mackie?' Screwing up his eyes against the stinging snow, Pratt looked over his shoulder. 'I haven't seen him for a while.' He counted the men. 'Aye, everybody's here save Mackie.'

    Captain Milne cursed. 'I told the fool not to go back,' he excused himself. 'He should have known better, but he's an experienced man. He'll be all right.'

    'I could go and look for him,' Pratt volunteered, but Captain Milne snorted.

    'Then I'd be two fools short and not just one. Get on board, Pratt.'

    Donaldson was waiting for us with hot coffee and a strained smile, and I was glad to feel the planking of Lady Balgay under my nearly-numb feet again. Sheltering behind the funnel, Isbister smiled to everybody, but it was Torrie she welcomed with a broad wink and a sensual swing of her hips that had the fireman's mouth dropping.

    'Where's Macks?' Donaldson asked. He peered into the whirling snow. 'I'll bet he's killing one last seal!'

    'He's coming,' Thoms said and paused. 'We hope.'

    'Hope?' Donaldson stared at him. 'What do you mean, hope?'

    'He lagged behind a bit,' Thoms explained. 'As you said, trying for one last seal.'

    'And you all left him?' Donaldson's voice rose. 'Out there?' He pointed northwards, where the snow now blasted in intermittent violent flurries, so one moment visibility was virtually nil, and then the ice was abruptly clear for half a mile.

    Now we were safe on board, we shared a general shame at having left Mackie behind, so we lined the rail and peered into the ice, searching and calling for our missing colleague.

    'There he is!' Thoms was first to see the dark figure emerging from the white haze, and everybody cheered. Mackie was not the most popular man on board but he was one of us, a skilled hunter and a man who shared their hardships and triumphs. At that distance he looked tiny, an insignificant figure belligerently thrusting homeward with his rifle balanced on his shoulder and his head held low.

    'Who's that with him?' Isbister said quietly. She stood between me and Torrie, erect in her furs. 'He's not alone.'

    'There is nobody else,' Thoms said quietly. 'He's the last.'

    'I must be mistaken then,' Isbister apologised, 'but I thought I saw somebody else.'

    'Oh God,' I closed my eyes, remembering again that shadowy figure merging with Mackie and hoping against hope that I was wrong. I looked up, muttering to myself as anxiety replaced the stiff upper lip that phlegmatism and educational discipline had imposed upon me for so long. 'Come on Mackie, get here safely.'

    'Come on Macks!' Donaldson heard me and began to shout and wave, with the rest of the crew joining in as though they had not seen Mackie for months, rather than a few hours. The sound must have reached Mackie out on the ice, for he waved back, holding the rifle aloft. He fired a shot as a signal, the sound flat, muted in this vast terrain, and then Thoms pointed again. 'Jemmy was right. There is somebody else.'

    Feeling sick with fear, I squinted into the snow. A flurry blocked my view, but when it cleared I could see there were definitely two figures there, one was Mackie, walking forward again, sliding on the ice but thrusting stubbornly for Lady Balgay. The second was taller and further away back but moving faster, as if the conditions were not a hindrance at all.

    'It's a giant, an ogre,' Pratt sounded afraid. When he looked at me his eyes pleaded that I would make everything better.

    'It's a bear,' Thoms corrected. His voice was flat calm. 'And Macks hasn't seen it yet.' He began to shout. 'Who's got a rifle? Rifles, lads! Macks is in trouble there!'

    The bear was two hundred yards behind Mackie but closing, dropping to all fours as it advanced.

    'Jesus, Mackie! Run!' Thoms yelled the words, but the distance was too great, the sound of the wind too loud and the muffling effect of layers of fur around Mackie's head too difficult to penetrate.

    'Fire a gun, somebody! Warn him, for Christ's own sake!'

    There was a volley of shots as every man with a rifle fired into the air, hoping that Mackie would look around, but instead he raised his own rifle, and pressed the trigger, glorying in the sound as he worked the lever, pressed in another cartridge and fired again in response to what he probably assumed was a greeting.

    'Jesus!' Donaldson bellowed. 'Jesus, Macks, there's a bear!' He was screaming his fear, hopping on the deck in his agitation. 'Rifle! Give me a rifle!'

    'Here!' Thoms threw the Lee-Enfield across to him. 'The magazine is full!'

    Gasping, Donaldson hefted the rifle and clambered on to the boom, leaping on to the ice as the others shrieked unheard messages to Mackie.

    I began to pray but the words were a meaningless gabble until I cleared my mind of everything but the drama on the ice, and then I prayed for Mackie's life harder than I had ever asked for anything before. I watched Donaldson slithering toward Mackie, trying to run but only succeeding in lumbering clumsily, like a drunk weaving his way home from the pub.

    The crew fell silent, some covering their mouths as the bear drew closer to Mackie on one side while Donaldson was still hundreds of yards away on the other. We heard, carried high with the wind, Donaldson's warning.

    'Macks! Look behind you! It's a bear!'

    Perhaps some inner instinct made Mackie turn, but he moved awkwardly, slowed by cold and the thick furs that he wore, and he flinched when he saw the bear.

    'Now he can shoot it,' Thoms said, as Mackie pointed the rifle and squeezed the trigger.

    'The thing's empty,' Thoms reminded them quietly. 'He fired off his bullets.'

    I could see Mackie fumbling within his furs, presumably for cartridges, but as the bear lurched closer, he panicked. Without attempting to reload, he dropped the rifle and began to run, with the bear now fifty yards behind and increasing its speed to a lumbering trot.

    'Run Macks! Run!' Every man in the crew was yelling, trying to encourage Mackie to greater effort, but he was exhausted after a day's hunting and his legs were blundering and slack.

    'Yes, run, Mackie.' Isbister spoke quietly as she watched, but I saw that her eyes never left the running man. Her mouth remained open, with her breath coming in shallow pants that clouded and frosted on her fur collar. Her tongue was very red between white, sharp teeth.

    Two hundred yards in front of Mackie, Donaldson tried to race across the ice and aim his rifle simultaneously, but was unable to fire in case he shot his friend.

    'Run, Macks; please run!' Thoms' hands were gripping the rail so tightly that I thought he would twist the solid teak in his frustration.

    As the bear closed, Mackie quickly stripped off his outer coat and dropped it on the ground. He ran on, slipping sideways, recovering with his arms flailing wide, and running desperately onward toward us.

    'That's an old trick,' Pratt murmured quietly to Iain. 'The bear might stop to chew the furs and Macks will have time to escape.'

    When the bear slowed to sniff at the furs Mackie increased his lead, but the animal was not fooled for long. After only a few seconds, it lumbered into motion, huge legs pounding over the frozen ground as Mackie dropped item after item of clothing. Within a few moments Mackie was running in his woollen underclothes, with the bear now just twenty yards behind him.

    'He'll make it!' Pratt said. 'He's going to make it! Look!'

    Donaldson was also approaching, now only fifty yards away. He knelt on the ice, levelled the rifle and waved for Mackie to move aside but the sealer's fear was so great he could only run in a desperately straight line.

    'Drop, Macks!' Donaldson's roar came faintly to us. 'Macks, please drop so I can have a clear shot!'

    It was Pratt who heard the sound first, and blasphemed desperately. 'Oh sweet Jesus, no!' He looked at me and I knew he was on the point of tears. 'It's the ice, Doctor, it's splitting!'

    I nodded. Even I could hear it now; the distinctive, horrible crackling of breaking ice as the crevasse opened. Twenty yards in front of Mackie, it began to split, slowly at first, but then rapidly widened to form a moat between him and safety. Within thirty seconds of the sound reaching us, the entire outer rim of the ice shelf eased clear of the main mass.

    'Macks! Jump!' Donaldson fired a hasty shot that went nowhere and ran forward, halting helplessly at the edge of the growing gap. Teetering there, he shouted, waving his hands hopelessly. 'Macks!'

    The crevasse was too wide to leap and Mackie, now a palely naked figure on the ice, sank to his knees and lifted both hands to heaven in tragic supplication. He looked utterly vulnerable, a man lost in a hostile environment, a soul exposed to the freezing hell of the north.

    'Oh sweet Jesus,' Pratt said as I continued to pray, harder and harder as the words left my lips at an increasing rate.

    Donaldson fired again and again, working the bolt until he had no bullets left. He reached for a magazine in an empty pocket, and then he could only watch, twenty yards from Mackie but distant as the moon as the bear continued to advance, ponderous now, as if it realised its prey could not escape.

    The great mouth was open, the hooked claws extended as Mackie finally turned and a terrible slant of wind brought his initial scream to us. Desperate, high-pitched, that wail sliced deep into my heart as I stopped praying. I could only watch, horrified, as the bear slashed hooked claws across Mackie's chest, throwing him to the ground, and then it lowered its head and began to chew him as he lay writhing and screaming on the ice.

    'Oh Jesus! Shoot it somebody, please shoot it!'

    Those of the crew who had guns aimed, but did not fire.

    'I might hit Macks,' Pratt wailed.

    'You'll be doing him a service,' Thoms told him quietly.

    Mackie's screams continued endlessly as the bear tore at him, ripping off a mouthful of fingers and then burrowing its head into his intestines.

    'Fire! For the love of Christ! Shoot it!'

    Mackie lived longer than I thought possible, and probably longer than he wanted as the bear began to eat him alive, piece by ripped off piece. Pratt emptied his magazine and reloaded, while Thoms ran on to the ice for better aim, but as the outer floe detached itself, he was further away with each shot and the bear continued with its ponderous killing.

    It was dark before the last of the noises ended, and the shocked crew hunched back to the foc'sle. I joined them, slumping onto a sea chest with my shoulders bowed and my mouth as slack as the others.

    'And then there were nine,' Pratt looked at me with resignation battling the horror in his eyes. 'I wonder if any of us will get back.'

    I shook my head. I did not know, but I dreaded each visit of that shadowy woman, and I begged a bottle of gin from the captain before I retired. I did not expect to sleep that night, but if I did, I wanted the oblivion of alcohol rather than the fearfulness of the images from the shadows.

    'Who's next?' I sobbed openly, sitting on the bunk and holding the bottle as if it were a child. 'Who's next?' I stared at the door, waiting for the woman to enter as the tears rolled down my cheeks.

    My Jennifer would not have thought much of her husband then, but I was no longer the brave young man who had teased her in the garden.
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       Our men are very superstitious and attribute our ill luck to various causes. One day it is put down to a comb which is universally used by all in the cabin…another day it is to a small pig

       CAPTAIN A.H. MARKHAM RN: 'A WHALING CRUISE TO BAFFIN'S BAY AND THE GULF OF BOOTHIA AND AN ACCOUNT OF THE RESCUE OF THE CREW OF THE POLARIS' (LONDON 1874) PAGE 44

      

     

    

    The snow continued all day and well into the night, swathing Lady Balgay with a white cover that muffled all noise but could not erase the memory of Mackie's death. What was left of the crew remained in the foc'sle, huddled together for warmth and what comfort they could find in each other's company, while I sat in the cabin I now shared with Thoms, wrestled fearfully with my imaginings and said little. I recalled having promised to write Jennifer a journal, but I could not then face putting pen to paper, not with such a tale of tragedy and loss.

    Although there was one empty bottle rolling on the deck and the level of gin in the next was falling, I felt as sober as a Free Church minister on a Sabbath morning.

    'Strange that Mackie should get killed by a bear,' Thoms said at last, after a silence that had dragged on like a November Sunday.

    'Strange? In what way is it strange?' I looked up. The tiny lantern did not give any heat and its light created uncanny shadows that bounced around the varnished plank bulkheads. I could hear the wind whining outside, and the creaking of the ship. I was so used to the constant throb of the engine that the sound hardly registered, but I knew that the heat of the boiler kept Lady Balgay at a bearable temperature.

    'Well, everybody else killed seals as a job, but Mackie enjoyed hunting. He was the only man who killed for fun. You saw him with those polar bears a few weeks ago.'

    I nodded. I remembered Mackie's pleasure in killing the cubs. He had decapitated them later and cut off the paws, which he had stowed at the bottom of his sea chest. 'He was a born hunter.'

    'Aye, and the only man I've ever known to be killed by a bear.' Thoms sat on the chair and stared into the lamp. 'I think that's strange.'

    'Pratt would say it was because we're damned,' I said, no longer mocking.

    'Pratt's a superstitious old fool,' Thoms replied. 'He's been saying things like that for the past ten years, and probably before. He sees meaning in everything. Oh, there's a crow – that's bad luck. Oh, there's a ring around the moon – that's bad luck. Oh, there's a star – that's bad luck.' Thoms shook his head. 'Don't listen to Pratt, and just hope that the rest of the lads don't either.'

    I tried to smile, but the memory of Mackie's death was too vivid. 'Do you think we'll go home now?'

    'It depends on how badly the captain wants these seal skins,' Thoms shrugged. 'If it was up to me, I'd have turned for home the day we lost Leerie and Sooty, but it's the captain's decision.' He lay back on the bunk and folded his hands behind his head. 'Mind you, Doctor, and between us only, Pratt has a point. I've never known a voyage like this before, with so many men lost in different ways.'

    'So you think Pratt's right and we are damned?' I asked, uncaring if Thoms thought me a superstitious fool or not. I needed reassurance very badly.

    'I did not say that,' Thoms replied quickly. 'I didn't say we were damned.'

    We relapsed into silence again, until the wind and snow finally abated and we emerged from the cabin onto a ship whose image might have decorated any Christmas card. Seen in the pale light of the north, Lady Balgay must have been a beautiful sight for those who could appreciate it. With her deck under eighteen inches of snow and every line and spar gleaming white, she was like a nautical angel against a backdrop of virginal white. Once again I could understand something of the fascination of men for the Arctic, but still I longed for the damp factory streets of Dundee with their raucous people and flickering lights.

    And I desperately missed Jennifer, if I could only remember her face. I tipped back the third bottle and allowed the gin to flow down my throat.

    

    'Right lads, this is decision time.' We were becoming used to Captain Milne addressing us from the quarterdeck, and stood in sullen silence. Swathed in our furs, our forms were disguised, but looking around, I noted that all our faces shared the same symptoms of strain and fear. 'We can either go back for the seals we captured, or head for home. I don't know about you, but I would be inclined to leave them as a tribute to Mackie.'

    'What about Macks' body?'Donaldson demanded truculently. 'We can't just leave him unburied.'

    Captain Milne sighed when some of the crew mumbled their agreement.

    'If we're going to bury Mackie, then we'll pick up the skins at the same time. I'll not see a journey wasted.' He looked pointedly at me. 'The owners still expect their profit and I expect the doctor will want to see the body. He'll want to make sure that Mackie is properly dead.'

    I recognised their sudden hostility as misplaced grief when the hands all turned toward me. I kept my face expressionless even as I cursed the captain for redirecting his guilt at losing another man.

    Mackie was indeed properly dead, but there was nothing much left of him to bury. Judging by the paw prints, there had been more than one bear at work, and between them they had eaten more than half the body, leaving a splintered mess of bone and entrails, with pieces of raw meat among the bloodied snow.

    'Bastards!' Donaldson hugged his rifle, looking around for a bear on which to take his revenge, but the prints, although partly obscured by fresh snowfall, led in three different directions.

    'Just animals and surely no worse than us,' I told him, unforgiving of the love for slaughter that had rebounded on these men. All the same, I had taken the precaution of thrusting Sir Melville's revolver through my belt. After witnessing the strength of these polar bears, I did not expect a pistol bullet to be effective against its mass of bone and muscle, but I felt marginally safer carrying a weapon. Sir Melville had been correct; if you needed a gun, you needed it desperately.

    I knelt beside the remains of Mackie and began to pull the pieces together. It was nauseating work, touching the bloodied remnants of what only yesterday had been my colleague, but that was my duty. No doubt the bears had dragged away a few chunks of Mackie to eat at leisure, and other fragments would be buried under the snow, but I had no intention of digging around too much.

    'I can help,' Sinclair was a quiet man, but he showed little distaste as he helped me collect what was left of Mackie, lifting splintered bone and bloodied entrails with as much detachment as if they were pieces of dead seal.

    'You're a cool one,' Thoms commented, but Sinclair simply shrugged.

    'It's only meat,' he said. 'Mackie's gone now.'

    'What do you mean, only meat?' Donaldson worked the bolt of his rifle. 'That's Macks! That was my pal!'

    When Sinclair stood erect he was five inches taller than Donaldson. 'I liked Mackie as well, Billy, but he's dead. This…' his gesture included every splinter of bone and tattered piece of gut, 'this isn't Mackie. This is just the body he walked around in.'

    'You're fucking peculiar, you are,' Donaldson stepped back, his face twisted in disgust and confusion. 'Of course that's Macks; who else would it be?' He raised his voice, appealing for support. 'Did you hear that? Sinclair here said that Macks was only meat!'

    'What?' The remaining crew gathered round; frustrated and fearful, they wanted desperately to hit back at the fate that had turned their sealing voyage into a nightmare.

    'Meat?' Torrie pushed his fists together, staring at the tall man. 'What does that mean?'

    'I mean his soul has departed from his body,' Sinclair tried to explain, but the crew were too hurt to listen to reason.

    'That's not what you said.' Pratt was at the back of the crowd, muttering under his breath but never looking directly at Sinclair. 'You said he was only meat.'

    I took a deep breath before intervening. 'Break it up now, lads. We need to do something with Mackie's' body and arguing won't help any. Let's all pull together in this.' I could sense the incipient violence as the men searched for a victim, something or somebody on whom they could vent their anger. It was only human nature to pick on the outsider, a man who had come last to the crew and who had a different accent from the others.

    'Pull together? He said that Macks was only meat!' Donaldson pointed to Sinclair. 'That's what he said. He said that Macks was only meat!'

    'Come on now; we all say things we don't mean!' I looked around desperately for help; I knew I did not have the ability to quell a fight between these angry and work-hardened men. 'Is that not right, Captain?'

    'The doctor's right boys,' Captain Milne tucked away the bottle he had been holding. 'It's been a bad time but let's not squabble, eh?' He lowered his voice to a sinister hiss, glaring at them with these smoky green eyes. 'That was an order.'

    Still giving Sinclair poisonous looks, the men nodded and backed reluctantly down.

    'Sinclair, help the doctor.' Captain Milne said quietly. 'You other lads follow me.'

    While Captain Milne grudgingly abandoned the search for sealskins that were now buried under a foot of snow, I bundled what remained of Mackie into a tarpaulin and with Sinclair's help, dragged it to the water's edge. Neither of us spoke of what had happened, and I thought lovingly of the bottle that sat under my bunk. An alcoholic stupor was the easiest escape from this never ending horror.

    Mackie was buried at sea, with a brief prayer and a savagely sung hymn that was all the more meaningful because of the fear and brooding resentment of the men. Not even Captain Milne mentioned the skins we left behind as we filed back on board Lady Balgay. I listened intently to make sure Ross got steam up, for I was sure that many more days up here would destroy the last vestiges of my sanity.

    'Good bye Macks,' Pratt said quietly, but nobody disturbed Donaldson as he stared over the rail.

    'Steer south by east,' Milne said with a shake in his voice. 'We're going back to Dundee and I for one am never coming this way again.'

    'Oh, thank God,' Pratt closed his eyes. 'We're going home.'

    One or two of the hands cheered, and they obeyed the captain's orders to raise sails with a willingness that I had not witnessed for weeks. I began to wonder if I might even see Jennifer again, and hear her voice and walk in that lovely garden in West Ferry with the avenue of fruit trees that would now be bursting with life. Leaning over the rail I thought of Macks, Sooty, Leerie and young Rab Mitchell and fought the tears that threatened to publicly unman me.

    I was going home, as I had promised. I was going home to Jennifer. So why did that brown haired headed woman still float toward me over a crimson sea? Why did these images continue to haunt me, waiting to emerge from my imagination? Perhaps now, with the ice already receding in the wake of Lady Balgay, I could remove the fear but retain this new, terrifying skill of identifying people in imminent danger of death.

    Suddenly I felt old and wise but very lonely. I knew there were eight other people on board, but I was isolated from them by standing, temperament and intelligence. I was the sole university-educated man here, and Captain Milne only came close to my social class by virtue of his position. I missed Jennifer more than ever then, as I clung to the sanctuary of the rail and peered over the grey waves.

    What had happened on this ship? My educated mind automatically dismissed Pratt's fantastic tales, but there was certainly something wrong. Yet nearly everything that had happened could be rationally explained. There was nothing supernatural about the wave that had swept Learmonth and Soutar away; such accidents happened at sea every week and it was sheer bad luck that both men had been killed together. Young Mitchell's death could also be explained as an unfortunate accident, save for that double scream that I had heard. But I seemed to have been the only person who heard it, so had I been at fault? Had I actually heard two screams, or was I imagining things? I knew that the shadowy figures were purely imaginary; that was just my mind's method of expressing nervous strain and my growing professional acumen.

    Pratt's mauling by the seal was also unfortunate but certainly no more supernatural than Mackie's terrible death. Seals and bears were wild animals that could kill; of that there was no doubt.

    No, I decided. I did not believe that anything supernatural had occurred. Despite my close proximity to these basic, superstitious men, I assured myself that I was a rational man of a scientific mind. Bogles, ghosts and things that went bump in the night did not affect me.

    I sighed, having successfully reassured at least the rational part of my mind, but I swallowed hard as I watched a bank of bruised cloud gather on the horizon and rise slowly upward to occupy the entire sky. It was an army of a million trillion molecules of moisture, propelled by a wind of incalculable force; together they created an enemy that could destroy Lady Balgay in an instant, or a friend to speed her home. Only God knew which it would be, and maybe God had never cared much for this part of the world.

    This voyage had changed me; I was certain of that. As well as witnessing hideous death and brutal life, I had experienced nocturnal longings and the physical temptation of Isbister's open flaunting of her body, but despite a period of natural wavering caused by weeks of enforced abstinence, I had remained faithful to Jennifer. If these incidents had been tests, then I had survived and was now a stronger man, tempered in adversity and ready for the softer, more prolonged trials of marriage.

    If I closed my eyes I could picture my wife now, slim and elegant and with that mischievous glint in her eye. By concentrating on Jennifer I could block that other, voluptuous woman from my mind, but I knew she was still there, hovering, waiting for a window of weakness. I shook my head; I must never tell Jennifer of my experiences up here, and my medical peers must never learn of my fears and imaginings. Sitting safe in comfortable practises in Dundee or Edinburgh, they would never understand; they would disregard my words and deride my experiences.

    'Wind's rising doctor.' Thoms moved to stand beside me, his face concerned. 'Please God it blows steady from the north.'

    I replied absently. 'Why is that, Mr Thoms?'

    'A northerly wind will send us home. Nobody wants to be trapped up here any longer. Not after so many deaths and …other things.'

    'Other things?' I took a deep breath. 'We have suffered a series of unfortunate accidents, Mr Thoms; nothing more. As soon as we are safely home we will view them in a more rational frame of mind and see that there was nothing supernatural about them. Despite what Mr Pratt may believe.'

    Thoms looked at me through the side of his eyes. 'I don't know about that,' he said. 'It's not only John Pratt that's concerned.' He walked away, head down as I battled the new doubts in my so-far-still-rational mind.
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       It was with a happy heart that the good Odysseus spread his sail to catch the wind and used his seamanship to keep his boat straight with the steering-oar

       HOMER

      

     

    

    The gale hit us ten minutes later, shrieking out of the north like the Ride of the Valkyries and hammering at the sails as if determined to rip them from the masts. But Captain Milne was a superb seaman and had everything trussed up securely, so that Lady Balgay merely shuddered beneath the assault and held on, her reinforced hull crashing through the waves and her stern rising to meet the storm as if she had been born to occasions such as this.

    'Lift to them, old lady, up my bonnie lass!' Standing by the helm, Captain Milne patted the taffrail. 'That's the way, my darling.'

    'Aye, Her Ladyship can deal with this weather all right,' Pratt said. 'And coming from the north it will serve to drive us home all the faster.' He glowered aft, where streaks of brutal red slashed the dark purple sky and the waves reached higher than the mizzenmast, curling hungrily as they lunged at Lady Balgay. 'Thank God for some real sailoring after that inching about in the ice!' Grinning, he began to sing a few lines from an old Dundee whaling song.

     
      
       
       'And the wind is on her quarter,

       And the sails are full and free

       There's not another whaler sailing on the Arctic sea'

      

     

    

    'You seem in top spirits,' I was surprised at Pratt's fine singing voice.

    'Oh aye, doctor,' Pratt grinned to me, with the livid and still raw white scar writhing across his battered old face. 'We're going home.' He changed his song to the bawdier Ratcliffe Highway, roaring out the words in unison with the howling wind.

     
      
       
       'Here's a health to the gal with the black, curly locks;

       Here's a health to the gal who ran me on the rocks,

       Here's a health to the quack, boys, who eased me from pain,

       If I meet that flash packet I'll board her again!'

      

     

    

    'I don't know that one!' Sheltering in the lee of the funnel, I could only smile at the double entendres, and wondered if I could repeat the words to Jennifer.

    'It's a wee bit filthy, eh?' Pratt said. 'But we're going home. Back to bonny Dundee, eh?'

    'Aye, back to Bonnie Dundee,' I agreed, meeting Pratt's grin.

    The gale continued all that day and well into the next, bowling Lady Balgay homeward and improving the morale of the crew with every passing mile.

    'Blow, you bastard,' Thoms spat his contempt into the wind. 'You can blow from Monday till Christmas but you won't upset the old Lady.' He patted the handrail as if the ketch was an old friend. I did not mention the earlier fear of the ship changing her name.

    'This is sailoring!' Thoms said as Lady Balgay rose to a wave, hovered for a second and plunged down the opposite side. 'This is what separates the men from the boys.' He raised his voice. 'Come on you bastard! Do your worst!'

    'No!' Abruptly halting the song, Pratt placed a hand on his arm. 'Don't tempt the sea god, Tommy!'

    'Sea god?' Thoms shook his head. 'It's not the sea that's our enemy John. You and I both know that…' he looked at me and abruptly closed his mouth, as if he had said too much.

    'What can happen now?' I asked. 'We're going home!'

    As we approached the night the wind shifted a few points, coming from east of north, and then it shifted another, so Captain Milne ordered an alteration of course. 'We'll ride the wind, lads,' he shouted, as the atmosphere on board changed again. The grins and music ended as the men attended to the needs of the ship, now fighting the weather they had blessed so shortly before.

    'Here we go again,' Pratt shouted, and the fear was back in his eyes as he looked at me. 'Oh Jesus help us now!'

    All night Lady Balgay battled the wind, and all night it continued to veer round. It shifted from north to east until it was coming at right angles from its original direction and once more pressing us toward the coast of Greenland, three hundred miles to the west. It altered again the next day, easing east and then south, so we were forced, with great reluctance, backward, with the battered prow of Lady Balgay facing into a screaming hurricane that ripped away the final fragments of even our triple lashed sails and drove us north, yard by fighting yard.

    'No! Not again! We're not going back north again!' Pratt stared into a day turned dark as a December midnight by the storm, then, in bitter frustration we watched the binnacle compass gyrate until the needle pointed the same way as Lady Balgay was headed. Shaking his head, Pratt looked pitifully at me as if I had the power to help him. 'It won't let us go, Doctor Cosgrove! It's not finished with us yet!' There was a break in his voice and his face crumpled like a distraught child.

    Lashed to the mast with the water cascading from my sou' wester, I could only continue with my pretence, 'what won't let us go? What's not finished with us yet?' But I already knew the answer.

    'It's the ballast! That ballast won't ever let us back!'

    'No, John! That's not right! The ballast is only a pile of stones!' I tried to convince him, but my own doubt had returned, stronger and uglier than before.

    'There are bones as well as stones, Mr Cosgrove; and the bones are from a cursed grave!'

    There was no point in arguing with such entrenched superstition, so I just forced a twisted smile and shook my head. 'We'll get home,' I shouted, hearing my voice weak against the screaming wind.

    But Pratt was correct in one thing; the storm would not let us go. It battered us for days, driving Lady Balgay ever north despite the torn muscles and aching backs of the crew, despite all the cunning of Captain Milne and the straining, throbbing engine, despite the engineering skill of Ross and Torrie's relentless toil of shovelling coal into the furnace. For everything we did, for every ounce of labour expended by the hands, the storm seemed to correspondingly increase its force, thrusting Lady Balgay back to where she had come.

    Twice a day, I entered the captain's cabin and saw our erratic route marked on the chart. I could see how the pencil line, once crisp and clear, was becoming thicker and more blurred with each entry. Seven days after the storm began, the depleted crew was exhausted and even Captain Milne looked ready to drop. Staring at the chart, I saw we were being forced into a high latitude trap, with pack ice waiting to the north and the vicious coast of Greenland to the west. Unless the storm abated soon, we could be smashed to pieces and then nobody would be going home to Dundee.

    'Iceberg, captain! Dead astern!' Thoms screamed the warning above the bedlam shriek of wind through the rigging and the roaring thunder of the sea.

    'Jesus! We're all doomed! We're running hard against it!' Pratt clung to the lifeline, staring at the mountain of ice that stood squarely in our path. It was not the largest we had seen, perhaps ten times the bulk of Lady Balgay above the water and twice as high than the masts but the sea smashed against it, sending spray and spindrift right over the top for the wind to scatter to the uncaring heavens.

    'Doomed? Not when I'm in command!' With his left hand gripping the lifeline, Milne flicked open his telescope and examined the berg. 'Do you know what this is, boys? It's a godsend, that's what it is!'

    I stared at the captain, wondering if the strain of the voyage had toppled him over the edge of insanity. Too exhausted to ask questions, I waited for enlightenment.

    'The iceberg is our harbour, boys! We'll anchor in its lee and get shelter. Tell Mr Ross to make sure his engines are running at full blast, Doctor. Thoms! Get all hands up here; I want one last effort to get us into safety. Come on men, move yourselves!'

    The captain was right. With Ross running the forty-horsepower engine and Torrie slaving with his shovel to keep the furnace bright, Lady Balgay had just enough power to manoeuvre around the base of the berg. As soon as we eased into its lee, the wind magically dropped.

    'You see? This berg is too big for the wind to force north.' With water cascading from his oilskins, Pratt looked exhausted. 'The captain's saved us again.' He secured a line with skill so casual he would have dismissed it with a shrug, looked fearfully north and added sycophantically. 'He's the best seaman in Dundee.'

    'Cut engines, Mr Ross! Make her fast, boys! Ice anchors!' With his fur car sodden on his head, Captain Milne gave rapid orders that saw Lady Balgay attached to the berg, holding her secure to the ice mountain that protected us from the worst of the weather.

    'There's more to this sailoring than meets the eye,' I gave a weary, but heartfelt opinion. Despite their foolish attachment to superstition, my respect for seamen had increased yet again. Education was the answer, I decided. If a good standard of education could be provided for every working class person, they would soon forget all the irrational fears and would become even more useful members of society.

    'Come on, Doctor!' one of the hands broke my introspection. 'Stop daydreaming and lend a hand here! You're about as much use as a Bible in a brothel!'

    With Lady Balgay tied and fast, we gathered on deck, nodding to each other in a mixture of relief and exhaustion. 'So what happens now?' I asked, staring at the blue-white mountain that could so easily have been our nemesis but instead had proved our saviour.

    'Now we wait for the storm to blow itself out, Mr Cosgrove, and then we sail south once more.' Captain Milne glanced along the deck. 'Thoms! You and Sinclair are on watch. Wake me if anything happens. The rest of you grab a couple of hours rest before we clean up this pigsty.'

    It felt surreal to stand in comparative shelter behind a giant island of ice with the wind howling like a thousand frustrated banshees, while a few cables lengths on either side the sea rose in savage waves that had the capacity to smash us to fragments. Knowing that I would never sleep in such conditions, I remained on deck, my shoulders hunched as I pondered our position.

    We had nearly made it home. Just two more days of favourable wind would have seen us in the latitude of Shetland, and then we were within striking distance of the Scottish mainland. It was just blind bad luck that had seen us blown back north, but, as Captain Milne would say, such things happened at sea.

    I grunted; I knew this experience would change me; witnessing the violent death of men I had known had removed most of my youthful certainties and created a different man. Now I was becoming much more philosophical. I felt older and much wiser than before, and hoped that Jennifer would appreciate the change.

    But how had such a sequence of horrors happened in what should have been a routine sealing voyage? I shook my head; growing up in Dundee I had heard about the adventures of the whaling fleet and knew of the strange superstitions of the Greenlandmen, but I had never considered that these tales were created from hard fact. I had listened, slightly amused, and assumed they were manufactured, embellished, garnered with imagination for effect and elaborated with each alcoholic rambling. Now I knew differently; they were the result of terrible events occurring to simple, semi educated, basically decent but superstitious men.

    And Jennifer? I was taking her loyalty for granted, but was she really still waiting for me in that comfortable house that was so unreal after the harshness of the North? At that moment I found it hard to imagine a landscape of soft grass and trees swaying in a gentle breeze, tended rolling fields and streets of people secure from ice and storms and danger. No; I told myself; it was all right; Jennifer would wait. In a world of shifting uncertainty, Jennifer's fidelity was a fixture. She would be there when I returned; of that I had no doubt.

    And then they were back. This time there was no warning, no gradual realisation of unease; one moment my mind was occupied with Jennifer in Balgay House, the next the two figures dominated everything. They were crowding inside my brain, sliding from the unconscious and undetermined into the conscious and rational, seeping into my thoughts and influencing my actions so I cowered from every new sound and started at those that were unfamiliar.

    'No!' I might have said the word out loud, but there was nobody to hear. 'No! Go away!'

    They remained, pushing ever closer to me as their forms solidified. I could see them clearly now in all but feature. There was one man, tall and broad and potent; and one woman, so thrusting she might be a suffragette; yet so beguiling I could not look away. They waited until they captured my entire attention and then led me on that same appalling journey through the silent ship.

    'I don't want to go,' I said, but they beckoned to me and I found myself drifting in their wake, hating myself and dreading the horrors I knew were to follow.

    'I'm not here,' I told myself. 'This is not real.' But I could not withdraw as the two images slid from the deck to the crew's quarters. Once again I saw the hands, less in number now, but still sleeping in their various positions. The taller image stopped at the head of Sinclair's bunk and beckoned me closer, drawing me to him as easily as honey attracts a wasp. Sinclair slept like an innocent baby or a weary, work-worn Greenlandman, lying on his back with his legs apart and his head thrown back. The image stopped for a lingering, mocking second and then slowly descended to merge with the recumbent man.

    'No! Don't take any more!' I shook my head in pointless denial. 'Please?'

    Extending a hand, the female took hold of my sleeve and for one inconceivably terrifying moment I thought she would condemn me, but instead she conducted me away, aft through the ship, to the canvas screen behind which slept Isbister. The image smiled, the mouth too large for the shaded face, and brought me inexorably inside.

    Isbister lay on her side, crammed into a make shift bunk of timber and sailcloth, facing away from me with her hands folded under her face. Although she slept cocooned in warm clothing, once more I saw her naked, and could not help my eyes roaming from the neat shoulders to the firm waist and the subtly wide flare of her hips. I lingered there for an aching moment, devouring the swell and texture of her buttocks, and then she rolled over, facing me, with her eyes gently closed and her mouth relaxed and nearly childlike in sleep. Her breasts were larger but even shapelier than I remembered, and her belly seductively smooth, guiding my eyes downward into even sterner temptation.

    The image laughed and slid on top of Isbister, gradually disappearing until the two bodies were as one, and I watched as Isbister's mouth stretched into a smile that matched that of the intruder. She looked up, her eyes wide.

    'Iain.' She said softly, but with neither surprise nor disapproval, and I jerked my attention away.

    The rail was cold under my hands, the iceberg hostile in the reflection of a thousand stars, and I heard what may have been a seal moaning somewhere nearby.

    'Oh God,' I prayed desperately. 'Not Jemmy Isbister. Please not her.'

    I knew that in my imagination, Isbister had replaced Jennifer as my woman; she represented my fevered longings for my wife. If Isbister was to die, where did that leave Jennifer? Should I rush forward and wake her? The thought was instantly appealing, but what could I tell her? Could I tell her that I dreamed of her death? But that was not true; I had dreamed of her lying naked, which was a perfectly natural thing for any red-blooded man, deprived of his wife, to do. Once again I tried to rationalise the images. I was under strain, I was in a state of nervous collapse, and I was separated from Jennifer.

    I knew all these things, but I also knew there was much more. There was too much for me to understand and I needed professional guidance that was not available out here. As I tried to rationalise the images, I learned to hate the wind that had driven us back north; I cursed it with more venom than I had ever felt before, and with a range of profanity I had not known I possessed. When all the spite and fire and gall was expunged from my body, I sunk my head in exhaustion and cried salt tears.

    Would I ever see Jennifer again?

    The voices drifted softly to me, the rumble of a man and the lighter cadence of a woman, intermixed with a high pitched giggle that I recognised instantly as belonging to Isbister. Stepping further away, I tried to block out the sounds of what seemed quite an intimate meeting. I frowned; it was obvious that Isbister was speaking with one of the crew although she was forbidden contact with anybody save Captain Milne and me. The voices were from below, where she lay, both in reality and in my imagination, and if I returned to my own quarters I would have to pass her screened-off cubbyhole.

    I recognised my moral dilemma. Should I go below, which I was perfectly entitled to do, and disturb Isbister at what was probably an innocent, if illicit, meeting, or should I stay here? The recent disturbingly vivid images had upset the clarity of my thoughts so I could not make any decision. How would I have felt if somebody had walked in on my wedding night?

    Even more importantly: what would Jennifer have felt?

    That thought convinced me to remain where I was, hoping Isbister and her friend would soon finish and part company. In a way it was unfortunate that Isbister's cabin was so close to the engine room, so the relative warmth permitted such behaviour as I imagined. But I could not interrupt her enjoyment; I was a doctor, not a disciplinarian; it was not my job to interfere with the personal affairs of any member of the crew.

    Moving astern, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a pipe. I had never smoked before this voyage, but Thoms had introduced me to the habit and had passed on his spare pipe. Although I was not yet an addict, I already found the process soothing at times of stress. When things were at their worst, most of the crew resorted to pipes or cigarettes and I had joined them. Now I lit up and drew smoke deep into my lungs before allowing it to trickle softly into the air as I listened to the waves hammering against the far side of the iceberg.

    Whatever happened we were hostages to fate. We could do nothing until the storm blew itself out, and then Captain Milne must ascertain our position and sail south before the winter set in, or face months frozen into the ice. I could not suppress my shiver of fear, just as Isbister's voice rose in what was definitely a laugh of pleasure.

    'That's Jemmy!' I had not noticed Sinclair a few yards from me, hunched beside the mizzenmast with hands thrust into massive mittens. 'That's Jemima!'

    'Leave her,' I grunted. 'She's doing no harm and it sounds like she's having some fun. God knows we all need that.'

    'What?' Sinclair was the only member of the crew taller than me, for Dundee seamen tended to be compact; broad rather than tall. When he shuffled closer and glowered downward he overtopped me by a good two inches. 'She's doing lots of harm. Jemmy's my bloody woman!'

    'Wait!' My grasp failed to make contact as Sinclair plunged past. I cursed, remembering Pratt's claim that a woman on board was bad luck. Maybe the saying was based on sheer common sense rather than some fanciful superstition: when a woman was present, men tended to argue over her company. Instinctively, I followed Sinclair, to see him jerk open the canvas screen that sheltered Isbister's quarters. There was a shrill scream and a momentary glimpse of smooth female flesh, then a man's leg appeared and a brawny arm tugged the canvas back into place.

    'What the hell are you doing?' That was Torrie's voice, raised in indignation. 'This is none of your business, Sinky!'

    'It bloody is!' Sinclair grabbed the canvas and wrested it from Torrie's grip. 'You're a bastard Albert! You well know that Jemmy's my woman!'

    'Your woman? She doesn't think so!' Struggling free of the cramped cubicle, Torrie stood face to face with the much taller man. 'Anyway, you told us you were just shipmates!'

    Thrusting in, I pushed them apart, more by force of surprise than strength. Sinclair staggered against the bulkhead, blustering his outrage, while Torrie, stark naked and muscled like Hercules, took only a single step backward before standing with his chin aggressively out-thrust.

    'The captain told you to keep away from the woman!' I snarled at Torrie, too angry to be afraid. 'Did you not learn your lesson in Dundee?'

    The reference to his supposed venereal disease did not seem to bother Torrie, who snorted and pushed me back. I slammed painfully against the bulkhead. 'The captain's already lost half his bloody crew, Doctor. Why should anybody listen to him?'

    'And you, Isbister. I thought you had more sense!' I pointed to Isbister, who was shockingly enticingly, equally, naked, standing with her hands covering as much of her as she could but her eyes alight with excitement. She did not look afraid.

    The image returned to me, that hideously faceless woman lowering herself onto Isbister's languid body, and I closed my eyes.

    Misreading the signs, Isbister laughed. 'It's all right, Doctor. There's nothing you haven't seen before.'

    'What?' Sinclair advanced. 'You too?' He glowered at Isbister, raising a massive hand. 'You bloody whore!'

    Isbister easily dodged the slap. 'Don't be stupid, Isaac! During the medical examination, I mean.'

    'Oh,' the reminder calmed Sinclair for only a second; he directed his anger back to Torrie. 'You thought we were just shipmates?' He thrust his hand against Torrie's bare chest, pushing him backward against the bulkhead. 'Are you a complete fool? Since when have you heard of a woman in the crew? Of course she's mine!'

    At least ten years younger than Sinclair, Torrie was not inclined to give way. He pushed back, unbalancing the taller man, who staggered against me. 'Well, Isaac, she's chosen me tonight so you can bugger off and count the waves.'

    I expected Sinclair's angry punch, but so did Torrie, who ducked and countered with a smashing blow to Sinclair's stomach. The older man roared and doubled up, but responded with a savage uppercut to Torrie's groin. Torrie squealed high-pitched, and Sinclair slapped him open handed on the back of the head, sending him to the ground, and began to kick into his ribs, grunting with every blow.

    As I leaped to pull them apart, Sinclair's elbow unwittingly caught me in the face. I yelled and staggered back, clutching at anything for support and finding only Isbister's smooth flesh. We fell together, landing in a tangle of bare limbs and damp fur as Sinclair continued to kick at Torrie, who lay writhing and roaring on the deck.

    'Enough!' I shouted, trying to rise, but failing as Isbister pressed against me. 'Sinclair! You'll kill him, man!'

    Sinclair stopped, staring at me. His eyes were wild, his nostrils dilated and he panted through a gaping mouth. 'I'll do that, right enough,' he promised.

    'Jesus!' Torrie crouched on all fours, retching green bile. 'I'll do for you, Sinclair.' he wiped the back of his hand across a bloody mouth. 'I'll fucking kill you for this.'

    'There's been enough killing!' The second's respite gave me the opportunity to haul myself upright, and I stepped between them. 'Sinclair, get back on deck. You're meant to be on watch. And you Torrie, I'd better examine you. You've taken quite a beating there.'

    'I'll kill him! I swear to God!'

    The noise had attracted the rest of the crew, who gathered round, either asking questions or trying to act as peacemaker. When Donaldson openly eyed the still naked Isbister, Thoms ushered into her cabin with curt orders to dress. I had a brief glimpse of a pert bottom, then realised she was watching me over her shoulder and looked away in some confusion. Her laugh may have been directed at anybody, but I suspect it was intended for me.

    'You bastard!' Still doubled over with pain, Torrie lifted the knife from Sinclair's belt and made a wild, futile slash. 'I'll kill you.'

    'Not today, Albert!' Moving more swiftly, Ross thrust Torrie against the bulkhead, holding him there with a forearm rigid across his throat. 'Keep still! She's not worth the fuss. It's certainly not worth swinging for. There are plenty more of her type!'

    Isbister pushed out of her quarters, now glaring. 'What do you mean, her type?'

    'Keep quiet, you!' Ross glowered at her. 'You've caused enough trouble for one night.'

    'That's my woman,' Sinclair repeated, but with Pratt and Thoms holding him back he could not advance on Torrie.

    'Get back on deck, Sinclair,' I knew my authority was fragile at best, but I had to try and restore order.

    'Where's the captain?' Thoms glanced around. 'He should sort this out. Donaldson, go and wake him, although God knows this lot were making enough racket to waken the bloody dead.'

    'Right men, it's all finished.' Mention of the captain's name had calmed the situation and I took advantage of the lull. 'Everybody except Sinclair get back to the foc'sle; now. Isbister, for God's sake put some clothes on, and Torrie, come with me so I can look at your injuries.'

    With a parting glance at Torrie, Isbister gave another small laugh and swayed back into her cabin, emphatically dragging shut the canvas flap. The rest of the men dispersed, with Sinclair repeating 'she's my woman' and throwing malevolent looks at Torrie, who retaliated with an obscene gesture that I chose not to notice. The situation had been unpleasant, but hardly unexpected on a small vessel in which there was so much tension, and I ushered Torrie into my cabin.

    'You're bruised and battered, Albert,' I observed after a brief inspection. 'But there's nothing broken and no permanent damage. I'd keep away from Isbister for the remainder of this voyage, and avoid Sinclair too. I think he's a bit big for you to handle yet.'

    Torrie scowled, curling his lip. 'I'll do for that bastard.'

    'Maybe you will at that, Albert, but not today.' I looked pointedly at his rapidly purpling and swelling genitals. 'And I think Isbister is safe for a while too.' I watched Torrie slouch painfully away, wondering if that was the encounter of which the two shadowy figures had warned him and started when Donaldson tapped my shoulder.

    'It's the captain, Dr Cosgrove. I think you had better have a look at him.'
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       One of the men last night took a piece of his undergarment and committed it to the flames, saying at the same time “burn the witches'

       JOURNAL OF A VOYAGE TO BAFFIN BAY ABOARD THE SHIP THOMAS COMMANDED BY ALEX COOKE, JOHN WANLESS, 8TH NOVEMBER 1834

      

     

    

    Captain Milne lay on his back with his head at an acute angle and his arms spread out. At first I thought he was dead, but then I smelled the sweet perfume of rum, heard the clink of empty bottles rolling under the bunk and realised he was merely drunk. Sir Melville's warning returned to me:

    'Captain Milne is a good man too, Iain, the last of a long line of Dundee whalers. A splendid mariner, as long as you keep him away from the bottle.'

    Jennifer's father had been right all along, and my self-congratulation on easing my passage with a display of generosity had backfired. I had failed in that simple task he had set me.

    Sighing, I bent over the captain, loosened his clothing so he was more comfortable and removed every bottle from his cabin. 'Sleep tight, Captain,' I said, feeling the weight of guilt pressing down upon me. 'And when you wake up, I hope you are capable of taking us safely to Dundee.' I left the cabin, closing the door behind me.

    'He'll be all right, Mr Donaldson, so long as we keep him away from anything to drink.'

    'I see, Doctor.' Donaldson grinned, immediately understanding the situation. 'I think I'll get my head down now.'

    'I think you should,' I agreed. 'I'll do the same.'

    After so long fighting the storm it felt strange to lie in a bunk that did not toss and gyrate, and I stared at the deck beams above, listening to the howl of the wind around the iceberg as I wondered anew what would become of me. The fight had been nothing; an incident that was soon ended; I discounted Torrie's threats as the bluster of a shamed youth.

    Captain Milne's drunkenness was far more important, for nobody else could properly control the crew. I sighed and resolved to try and keep him sober for the remainder of the voyage, which would not be an easy task given Milne's utter ruthlessness when it came to having his own way. But I had encouraged his drinking, so imposed upon myself the penance of controlling it.

    I closed my eyes in near despair: there never seemed any peace on this voyage, just a succession of problems that materialised without warning and with no indication how best to deal with them. Suddenly I found myself grinning sardonically; perhaps that was a suitable beginning to married life?

    Recognising my rising laughter as hysteria, I checked myself.

    God, Jennifer, I hope you enjoy my company because once I return home I'll never leave your side again, that I'll swear on a stack of bibles.

    Unable to alter the reality of my present situation I escaped into a daydream of a lifetime with Jennifer, with a growing brood of children, a successful practise and a quiet house in Broughty Ferry, when I became aware of the growing clamour. Before I could sit up, the door banged open and Isbister leaped in, screaming, with a half-dressed Torrie a step behind and a press of men clustering in the corridor outside.

    'Get her! Hold the witch!' With his injuries still troubling him, Torrie pointed from a half crouch and his left hand protecting his groin. His face was contorted with hatred.

    'What in God's name?' I sat up, staring, half asleep and wholly disturbed. 'Torrie! What the hell is this?'

    'Help me doctor! Please help me!' Dressed in a man's thick woollen underclothes, Isbister looked ludicrous but respectable as she cowered at the head of my bed. 'They're going to kill me.'

    'What? Nobody's going to kill you, Jemmy! Torrie, explain yourself!' Dragging myself out of bed, I stood as upright as the limited space allowed.

    Again, Torrie jabbed his forefinger toward Isbister. 'It's her that's been causing the trouble, Doctor. She's the one!'

    'What one?' Standing between the cowering Isbister and truculent Torrie, I felt very vulnerable. 'It seems that she's scared of you, Torrie!'

    'She's a witch, that's what she is!' Torrie jabbed the accusing finger. 'John told us the story…'

    'The story?' I was unsure how Torrie could transform Pratt's tale of cannibalism at Gass Skerry into claiming Isbister was a witch. I swore as foully as any Greenlandman as my frustration took control. 'Ignore John Pratt!' I had to move quickly to block Torrie's lunge at Isbister. 'Pratt tells fairy tales for children, Albert! I'm surprised at you believing such things in this day and age! Pratt's an old fool!'

    'She's a witch!' Torrie repeated.

    I had long known that Torrie was a muscular young man, handsome as sin and undoubtedly popular with a certain type of woman, but nature had not blessed him with an abundance of brains. When somebody told him something, he tended to nurse that new knowledge until it became a fixed belief. Now that Pratt had informed him that Isbister was a witch, it would be hard to persuade him otherwise.

    'You were the best of friends only an hour ago,' I reminded, trying to push Torrie back. It was like attempting to move a granite wall. 'Now leave her be.' I looked up, where Donaldson was hovering just outside the door. 'Billy! You know that Pratt just talks nonsense. There's no such thing as a witch. Tell Albert that Pratt's just an old fool!'

    'Maybe not such an old fool,' Donaldson sounded worried. 'John's right you know. Since we took that ballast on board this trip has been a disaster, and where did these two come from? Sinclair and the woman, I mean? They just appeared on the ice, and whoever heard of a woman as a member of a crew?'

    'And whoever heard of a witch up here? Or anywhere else for that matter?' I could sense the fear in these men. They resented the deaths of so many of their shipmates and wanted somebody to blame, and now that Pratt had spread his stories around, Isbister seemed the natural choice.

    'She came with the ballast,' Torrie sounded sulky now. 'They both did; her and that big bastard Sinclair.'

    'I shovelled the ballast on myself,' I shouted. I knew that was not strictly true, but it sounded better than saying I had supervised the work, 'and I swear to you that Jemmy Isbister was not hiding amongst the shingle.' I hoped for a laugh for that, something to ease the tension, but the mood of the men did not alter. They continued to stare at Isbister as she cowered at the far side of the cabin, showing far more concern than she had when she was utterly naked but in control of the situation.

    'Listen,' Donaldson tried to persuade me with what passed for logic in his primitive mind. I made allowances, knowing he was still hurting after the terrible death of Mackie. 'There were two people hanged for witchcraft and cannibalism, eh?'

    'So the story goes,' I agreed, 'but that was over two hundred years ago.'

    'Aye; two people hanged; one man and one woman. And what came aboard? Two people; one man and one woman. They even admitted following the blood trail, and as soon as they arrive, wee Rab is killed.' Donaldson pointed to Isbister. 'And then just tonight, Sinclair admits that she is his woman; they're man and wife, just like they were on Orkney, eh? We can't keep her on the boat!'

    'She's a witch,' Torrie repeated, sulkily, 'and we want her off the ship.'

    'Off the ship?' I gestured to the bulkhead with my hand. 'Where would she go? On to the iceberg? Or maybe you want to cast her adrift in an open boat? She would not last a day out there; you know that!'

    'So?' Donaldson shrugged in callous unconcern. 'She killed Macks.'

    'A polar bear killed Mackie,' I tried to sound reasonable as I reminded him. 'We all saw it.'

    'She's killing us all, one by one. John says so.' Torrie did not retreat an inch from his position. 'It's either her or us.'

    'Look at her.' Taking a chance, I stepped aside and put my hand on Isbister's shoulder. It felt warm but she was shaking in fear. 'She's only a woman; a young woman, and just look at her! She's terrified! Have you ever heard of a frightened witch?'

    'Aye,' Donaldson said, 'when they were burned, eh? Maybe we should burn her!'

    Shockingly, Torrie and even Thoms nodded at that, and when Sinclair tried to protest, Thoms held his sealing knife to the tall man's throat.

    'Maybe we should burn you too, Sinclair. You were quick to beat up young Albert there, but you're not so tough now, eh?' Thoms twisted the knife slightly, drawing a red bead of blood. 'Aye; you're every bit as bad as the woman and I'll gut you myself before I apply the match.' Thoms raised his voice. 'Come on boys, Billy's right. Let's burn the witches and get our luck back!'

    I expected the men to scorn Thoms' words, but I realised with horror that Pratt and Donaldson were slowly nodding, and Torrie was grinning in savage delight.

    'Aye, Tommy! They always burned witches in the past!' Pratt prodded Sinclair painfully in the ribs, 'maybe if they had burned these two when young Rab was murdered, Leerie and Sooty would still be alive! Aye, and Macks as well. The bastards came from the ballast!'

    I pushed forward, still with one hand holding Isbister. She was trembling so violently I wondered how she could stand. 'No! Don't be a fool, Thoms! That would be murder of the worst kind! For God's sake, man! It's been a bad voyage but it's hardly the fault of these two. They're survivors of a shipwreck!'

    The men began to murmur, but Thoms kept his knife at Sinclair's throat.

    'I understand what you are trying to do, Dr Cosgrove,' Pratt spoke slowly and with the raw scar on his face working hideously with each word. 'But listen to this.'

    'I'm listening,' I put my arm protectively around Isbister's shoulder. It was shivering, but with fear or cold I did not know.

    'You already know the story of Gass Skerry. A man and woman were hanged there for cannibalism and witchcraft.'

    'You've told us that.' I reminded, 'but that was hundreds of years ago…'

    'Aye,' Pratt held up a broad hand. 'I know that, Doctor. But listen; please listen. We loaded ballast from beneath the burial cairn, and there were bones in it. Remember that young Rab was holding a handful of bones when we found him dead.'

    'He had one small piece of bone in his hand,' I reluctantly allowed, 'but we cannot prove a connection.'

    'Where else would they come from?' Torrie asked forcibly. 'The witches were buried there, and we find the bones, eh? They must be the witches' bones, and then these two appear and folk start to die, eh? No connection, the doctor says. Every connection, I would say.'

    There was a murmur from the men as they nodded their heads. Frightened faces turned to Isbister. 'Whoever heard of a woman working on a ship?' Thoms curled his lip contemptuously and gave his pronouncement. 'Aye. She's a witch.'

    'A witch,' Pratt echoed. 'So Dr Cosgrove, I know you're just trying to help, as you helped my face,' he put a hand to his scar. 'You did a good job Doctor, and saved my life, but this time you're wrong.'

    The men nodded, but Isbister's courage broke and she began to weep, her sobs acting as background to Pratt's words.

    'After that we sailed north, and there was an accident to Learmonth when he cut himself, and you patched it up. Correct?'

    I nodded, holding Isbister as close as I could. She pressed against me for protection.

    'Aye. And some of the men had strange dreams after that. Young Torrie here said he dreamed of a woman,' Pratt pointed to Isbister. 'It was that woman there, a big breasted brunette, walking across blood.'

    Oh God. The vision returned, as forcibly as ever; the salacious woman gliding across the crimson sea, her body inviting, her face veiled and the atmosphere of menace combined with intense seduction. So I had not been alone in my imaginings, and it was not the medical insight I had hoped, but something else. What? Could it have been a mass hallucination, something that appeared to everybody? I raised my voice. 'Did anybody else apart from Torrie dream about a woman walking across blood?'

    There was a moment's silence but the men shook their heads. Then slowly, reluctantly, one by one, they admitted to unusual dreams. Some had dreamed of a man with a knife, or a whale overturning a small boat, but only Torrie and I had seen the woman. Why would she appear to Torrie? What connection could there be?

    The answer was crushingly obvious. I was newly married, with my first sexual encounter with Jennifer just behind me, and Torrie was a Romeo, a man whose life, and no doubt his head, was filled with the pursuit of women. The other men would dream about something important to them; work, home or family; whatever that image was, it seemed to connect to a fundamental need or fear or desire. If I had more time I could investigate this phenomenon and perhaps see a pattern. I might find a cure for what appeared a psychological requirement, but Pratt was speaking again, his voice flat and menacing.

    'And then we had the seal hunting, Doctor, remember? I was bitten and these two appeared. They followed the trail of blood to our ship. Is that not exactly what cannibals would do?' Pratt waited for a moment to allow his words to sink in. He may have been illiterate but there was a strong sense of the dramatic about Pratt, combined with a healthy dollop of native wit.

    I closed my eyes in fear; perhaps if I had a few moments of peace I could create a logical defence for these two survivors, something that would convince the Greenlandmen of their innocence, but there was no time. The crew were fearful, impatient for revenge. All I could do was bluster. 'You're talking nonsense, Mr Pratt.'

    'I'm not,' Pratt insisted. 'The first smell of blood awakened them from the ballast and the gallons of seal blood brought them in person. They're both witches and cannibals.'

    'What?' I glanced at Isbister who cuddled against me, weeping unrestrainedly, and Sinclair, standing white faced with Thoms' knife pressing against his throat. 'Cannibals eat people, Mr Pratt. All these two have eaten is ordinary rations!'

    'What are their names, Mr Cosgrove?' He answered his own question: 'Sinclair and Isbister, eh? Both are Orkney names, the same as the cannibals that were hanged. And when we picked them up, were they half-starved and frostbitten like survivors always are, eh? No!' He leered his triumph around the crowded cabin. 'You examined them Doctor, and you said yourself they were fit and healthy! But how could they be, after surviving days or weeks on the ice?'

    'That proves nothing!' I said. Isbister was trembling so violently she had to hold me for support, while I saw Sinclair's Adam's apple jump as he swallowed.

    'It proves everything, Doctor,' Thoms had taken the lead in the group, pushing forward his opinion by virtue of experience. 'I was wrecked in the ice once, and I was out in an open boat for three days. When I was rescued I could hardly stand, and I lost two toes. How many toes did these two lose?'

    'None,' I admitted, 'but they were very well clothed.'

    'I'll bet they were,' Thoms said.

    'And then we found out about the ship's old name and got rid of the figurehead, remember?' Pratt was pushing now, recalling every detail of the voyage.

    'I remember,' I said wearily.

    'And that same night wee Rab was killed, pushed down the hold.' Torrie glared at Isbister. 'She pushed him.'

    'He fell in the night,' I heard the despair in my voice. 'Nobody pushed him.'

    'He was murdered. And then his arm was chewed too, if you remember?' Pratt backed up Torrie.

    'Rats,' now I was beginning to panic, for I knew no rats had chewed Robert Mitchell. 'Rats chewing the body.'

    'Cannibals,' Pratt contradicted. 'These two are cannibals and they came aboard with the ballast from Gass Skerry.'

    I shook my head, frantically searching for words that might turn these men from their course. 'I liked Rab Mitchell too, John, but he died in an accident. As the captain says, such things happen at sea.'

    But where was Captain Milne now? He was lying drunk in his bunk with rum that I paid for. I shuddered at the inevitability of it all; my grasp at popularity had contributed to this nightmare. Sir Melville, that wise, cunning man, had been right while I, in my arrogant inexperience, had only added to the troubles of this ship of the damned.

    'They're cannibals and witches,' Torrie gave his opinion from the distilled wisdom of all his eighteen years. 'And witches should be burned.'

    When the rush came it was so sudden that I was nearly overwhelmed. I just managed to block Torrie's path as he reached for Isbister, and his face, distorted with hatred or fear, glared into mine as he reached for the woman. The fireman was all muscle and bone, with neither ingenuity nor guile, so I managed to duck his roundhouse punch and ram a merciless knee into his already damaged groin. Torrie screamed and doubled up, clutching frantically at himself and retching in his agony.

    'Doctor!' Ross was staring, but the few seconds' hesitation gave me time to grab for the revolver that Sir Melville had given me so many months ago.

    'Back! Back! Get out of my cabin!'
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    I waved the revolver at the leading men and they withdrew a reluctant step. They remained crowded in the entrance to my claustrophobic cabin, filled with sullen anger as I waved the weapon around, unsure if I could actually pull the trigger and shoot one of my own shipmates, but certain I could not let them grab Isbister. 'If anybody puts a single finger on this woman I swear to God I'll put a bullet in his brain, sure as death!'

    The men retreated another inch and, encouraged, I stepped forward. 'Sinclair, you come in here where you're safe.' I presented the revolver again, feeling it heavy in my hand. 'Get in, man!'

    'They're in it together!' It was Donaldson that broke the impasse, grabbing hold of Sinclair even as Thoms relaxed the knife.

    'No!' Smashing an elbow into Donaldson's face, Sinclair leaped for the sanctuary of my cabin as what had been a situation nearly under control degenerated into quick chaos. Somebody threw a flensing knife, which clattered off the bulkhead behind me, Pratt shouted and balled fists like hammers and Isbister began to scream.

    'Get the woman!' Torrie shouted, plunging forward.

    'Stop!' I ordered, and fired a warning shot above their heads, the sound deafening in the confined space and the bullet crashing into the woodwork of the bulkhead. There was a second of shocked silence, but before the echoes ended Torrie and Pratt grabbed for the hysterical Isbister and Donaldson was again wrestling with Sinclair. Pratt's muscular body slammed into me, but whether by accident or design I do not know.

    'Leave her,' I yelled, falling backward as Isbister continued to scream, high pitched and terrible.

    I saw Ross, the practical, down-to- earth engineer staring at the back of the crowd and yelled for help. 'Mr Ross! Lend a hand here, for the love of God,' but Ross had also been affected by the general madness and roared as he lunged through the press and on top of me, grappling for the gun. I tried to fire again but his sinewy fingers locked around the trigger.

    'Ross!'

    The combined weight of Ross and Pratt bore me downward onto the bunk, and my cabin was like something more normally seen on a Saturday night in Dock Street. The throng of struggling men rolled around with me in the centre, punching, gouging, sobbing and butting in their hatred and fury and overpowering fear.

    I fought harder than I had ever fought in my life, but although I was the taller and heavier, a lifetime dealing with recalcitrant machinery had braced Ross's arms with sinewy muscles, while the sealers were hardened hunters buoyed by terror. I was outmatched, overpowered and held down.

    'Leave them be!' I yelled, but somebody elbowed me under the jaw and I yelled at the sudden explosion of pain and slid off the bed. A boot made sickeningly impact into my stomach, but Pratt stepped forward.

    'None of that! Don't hurt the doctor. He saved my life!'

    'Tie him up,' Thoms ordered, and within seconds I was thrown face down on the bunk while skilled seamen wound a line around my ankles and another around my wrists. They pulled cruelly tight into my flesh and somebody, possibly Torrie delivered a sharp cuff to the back of my head.

    'I said: none of that!' Pratt intervened again, but did not suggest releasing me.

    I heard Isbister screaming for mercy, heard Sinclair's cursing abruptly cut short and then the men left the cabin and dragged their captives outside and up on to the bitter deck.

    I heard the thunder of their feet, the terrified protests of Isbister and the low growls of Sinclair.

    'You can't do this!' I yelled. 'Tommy! John! For God's sake think what you're doing!' I heard Isbister's screams rise to a long drawn, terrified wail that bristled the small hairs at the back of my head.

    'No! Please, please, don't!'

    The screaming continued for a few minutes, then subsided to a hysterical sobbing that was every bit as bad to hear.

    Perhaps fifteen minutes later Donaldson and Torrie returned and Donaldson at least was laughing. Grabbing me in un-gentle hands, they hauled me face up on the bunk.

    'We want you to watch this, doctor,' Donaldson said. He was grinning, with the same terrible joy in his eyes as when he hunted the seals.

    'What are you going to do?' I could hardly bear to hear the answer.

    'Burn the witches,' Donaldson leaned closer. 'And you're going to watch.'

    'No,' I shook my head in disbelief and horror. 'You can't do that. You can't; they're not witches, they're just survivors! They did not cause Rab Mitchell to fall, or the bear to kill Mackie, or the sea to take Soutar and Learmonth. It was not their fault!'

    'We say it was,' Donaldson contradicted. 'And Macks was my friend.' Reaching down, he dragged me roughly off the bed, and with Torrie helping, hauled me carelessly up to the deck. They deposited me there as if I were a sack of potatoes.

    'Look at that, doctor.' Donaldson was still grinning, 'and watch how we deal with witches.'

    'Oh Jesus,' I shrunk away, trying to escape from the horror. 'Oh good God in heaven!' I widened my eyes, trying to wake from this new nightmare, hoping that the figures from his imagination would appear so I knew I was sleeping, but instead Torrie slapped my face.

    'Watch, Doctor.' His voice was soft. 'Watch when you're told.'

    It was a surreal spectacle, an incubus that could have erupted from the brush of Hieronymus Bosch, so terrible that I shook my head in disbelief. Behind us was the iceberg, taller than Lady Balgay, with a double pinnacle of ice stretching to a sky of pale grey from which the occasional flurry of snow cascaded. Lady Balgay herself was demi-white, with frost in the more shaded parts and those exposed now damp and dark and greasy. Her canvas hung in shredded tatters from spars that wind and weather had stripped of most of the varnish, leaving the wood patched and bare.

    Beneath the masts the crew were mustered in a frenzied group, Thoms was swearing and gesticulating, Donaldson laughing high pitched and Pratt trembling, but all clustered around two large barrels. Cubes of seal blubber slithering on the once scrubbed planking of the deck showed that the barrels had been emptied of the contents that had taken so much effort to collect, while mollies jumped and pecked at the blubber, their harsh calls adding to the hallucinatory image.

    'Put tar and some of the blubber inside the kegs,' Donaldson had taken charge, his eyes brilliant. 'Put in enough to burn, but not too quickly!'

    Torrie was first to obey, grinning to Sinclair. 'I told you I'd kill you, you big bastard! I told you, eh?' The others followed, pouring in tar and dropping greasy cubes of blubber into the barrels until Donaldson was satisfied.

    'That's the way, lads. Now, in with them!'

    Bloodied and bruised, securely tied, but with their mouths free to scream, Isbister and Sinclair lay wriggling beside the mizzenmast. They looked toward me, pleading for the help that I could not provide.

    'Oh God, no! Please! We didn't do anything!' Crying and protesting their innocence, they struggled as eager hands lifted them clear of the deck and thrust them feet first toward the barrels. Perhaps because she was smaller, Isbister managed to free her ankles and she straddled the barrel, one foot on either side, until Donaldson punched the back of each knee so she involuntarily folded her legs.

    'In with her,' he ordered and slapped her hard across the face, 'the murderous witch!'

    'Tie them in!' Thoms ordered. 'Lash them tight so they can never escape again!'

    'Jesus, no! You can't do this! You're mad!' Sinclair fought the sealers, swearing mightily. 'I'm a whaler, a Greenlandman like you, not a witch! I'm no cannibal!' He looked to Isbister. 'At least let Jemmy go! She's a woman, for the love of Christ!'

    'I told you I'd kill you, Sinclair.' Leaning close, but still favouring his tender groin, Torrie hawked deeply and spat on the tall man. 'Put the boot in to me, eh? Not twice you won't, you big bastard!'

    'Jesus! Albert, please! No!'

    Terror made Isbister inarticulate but she screamed in an incoherent ululation, staring in horror at the crew who clustered around, slapping at her face, prodding and squeezing her body as they jeered.

    'Murder Macks, eh? Kill Sooty and Leerie? We'll show you!' Donaldson was taunting, thrilling at the anguish of his victims just as he had enjoyed killing the seals. Pratt pulled him back, his face pale.

    'No. Don't do that, Billy. That's not why we're here; anyway, we don't know what they might do. They're witches; they might raise a spell or something. Kill them quick and be done with it.'

    'Maybe we should wait, lads. Maybe…' Thoms stared at me, and back at the terrified victims.

    'Doctor!' Isbister found her voice. When she stared directly into my eyes I saw, distinctly but only for an instant, the image of the voluptuous woman. I gasped, recalling my vision of these terrible figures merging, but I could not speak in her defence as Donaldson taunted her with a lighted match and Isbister began to scream again.

    'Remember Macks, Tommy? And Sooty? These witches murdered them!' Donaldson held the match high, its flicker dying quickly. 'What do you say now, Tommy? Should we let them go? Or carry on?'

    'Over the side with them!' Thoms had taken charge again, veering from doubtfulness to vindictive fear.

    'Tommy!' I tried to exploit Thoms' erstwhile hesitation. 'You can't let this happen. It's obscene, man. It's absolute murder!'

    Thoms looked at me through glazed eyes, obviously battling his own terror. 'I don't know, Dr Cosgrove. We can't lose any more men. Johnny Pratt and all the rest say …'

    'Don't listen to them, Tommy! We're losing everything by doing this!' Struggling against the lines that held me, I raised my voice. 'You can't do this! These people are innocent!'

    'If you don't Tommy, then I will!' Donaldson elbowed the older man aside. 'Into the sea!' Glowering at me, Donaldson gave the fatal order and, cheering, the crew manoeuvred Sinclair's barrel to the rail. It balanced there for a moment, black and pot-bellied, with its human content roaring his fear as tears eased from half closed, unbelieving eyes.

    'Over it goes, boys!' Donaldson gave the final push and the barrel tottered and hurtled downward into the dark, smooth sea. Gallons of water splashed on to the deck and for a moment I thought the barrel would capsize and drown Sinclair clean and quick, but it righted itself and floated, bobbing a few yards to port of the ship with Sinclair tied and helpless, still pleading for his life.

    'Please, lads, please…'

    'And the other one! Over she goes!'

    Isbister was still screaming hopelessly as she was dropped overboard, and her barrel pitched and tossed beside Sinclair, spinning in a constant circle so one minute she was facing the crew of Lady Balgay, the next she was staring northward to the equally pitiless immensity of the Greenland Sea.

    'Now lads, watch this!' Tying a piece of tarry rag to a marlinespike, Donaldson took careful aim and tossed it in a wide arc toward Sinclair. It missed by a yard and fell among the waves, where it fizzed for only a second before sinking.

    'Bad shot, Billy! You're bloody useless, eh?' Torrie jeered, nudging him. 'Me next!'

    One by one the crew threw flaming rags tied to spikes and knives, lengths of tarred rope and pieces of discarded wood until one eventually landed within Sinclair's barrel and smoke began to rise. Sinclair struggled, trying desperately to wriggle his body to quench the flames, but tied hand and foot he was helpless, so the fire took slow hold on the greasy blubber and tar that coated the inside of the barrel, gradually spreading all round him.

    'Look!' Donaldson yelled excitedly, 'Sinks is coming back!' He laughed, 'stand by to fend him off!'

    A waft of wind had caught the burning barrel so it wavered closer to Lady Balgay. In an instant flames were licking up the stern, catching hold of the new paint and scorching the taffrail, with sparks spreading to the deck and mizzenmast.

    'We're on fire! Put it out, Tommy!'

    Men backed off as smoke billowed on board, but Donaldson grabbed a boathook and, leaning over, pushed at the barrel. It moved slightly further away, gyrating as Sinclair pleaded for mercy, but then Torrie lent his strength and pushed the burning horror a safe distance away. Together they put out the flames on the taffrail and stamped out the sparks that had landed on deck.

    Sinclair was writhing, but he restrained his groans until the fire scorched through his furs, and then he began to thrash in earnest. Donaldson led the taunting, but it was Torrie who rolled a length of canvas into a tube, dipped it in tar and set it alight. Quite unemotionally he tossed it into Isbister's barrel.

    'You should be burning too, witch.'

    'No,' I begged, 'please, no,' but my voice was soft among the raucous yells of the crew and they cheered as Isbister's screeches of panic altered to those of pain. When they reached a new pitch of horror, I also began to scream, but nobody heard my personal agony. Unable to help, unwilling to watch, I looked away; until Donaldson grabbed my head and painfully held open my eyes with callous thumbs. 'That's what we do with witches,' Donaldson told me. 'That's how we treat the witches that murdered Macks!'

    'They're not witches,' I tried to say, but I no longer pleaded for their lives, for I doubted they would any longer want to survive.

    The cheers gradually faded as we watched Isbister and Sinclair die. We saw the flames rise around them, spitting fiercely as the residue of the blubber caught fire and the victims writhed and yelled and squealed. First their clothing caught light, then their hair, and finally, as their eyeballs melted and their skin blistered and turned black, only Donaldson and Torrie could watch. When Torrie also looked away only Donaldson leered over the rail, gloating.

    'That's for Macks,' he repeated, again and again. 'That's for Macks.'

    The screaming continued long after smoke obscured the barrels, and then there was incoherent high pitched whimpering. When even that faded there was only a crackling and the terrible stench of burned flesh. As the flames died, the barrels still smouldered, and nauseating smoke clung to the clothing and hair of every man in Lady Balgay until, sated and subdued, the crew trooped below. Only I was left on deck, and tears blurred my view of the pitiful blackened things that remained in the charred casks until the never ending Arctic day gradually faded with a smirr of mercifully concealing snow.
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    They released me next morning, nearly frozen from a night on the open deck, but the residual heat from the burning bodies had kept me alive and the horror kept me awake. I said nothing to the shamefaced men who helped me down below. I was too cold to move and too sick at heart to even curse them. That night broke me, for I was no longer a man.

    Pratt brought me hot coffee but I could not drink it, and when Thoms tried to speak I could not reply. At that moment I did not care if I lived or died. I had expected new experiences in the Arctic, but I had seen spectacles I knew would haunt me for the rest of my life. I no longer felt fit to return to Jennifer. How could I live with her innocence after witnessing what I had witnessed? How could I share her joyous bed after spending a night in a hell that would have caused Dante to shudder? I was no longer the idealistic young doctor who had signed on to Lady Balgay, but a damaged man with ancient eyes and the memories of an executioner.

    I wondered, pitifully and uncaring, if I were sane any longer, or if my memories were the tortured dreams of a lunatic, the delirious fantasies of a man driven beyond hope by strain and fear and hardship. What was worse, I no longer cared. As I said, that night had broken me.

    'It's done,' Donaldson told me, too calmly to be rational, 'and it can't be undone.'

    'The evil is cleansed,' Pratt announced solemnly, 'and we can sail home in safety.'

    'We are all murderers,' Thoms at least was affected by what he had done. He sat weeping on his bunk with his face buried in his hands. 'We're damned forever.' He looked up with his face swollen. 'Has anybody told the captain?'

    One by one, the crew backed away, looking at me through eyes shadowed with shame and self-revulsion. I knew that I had to pass on the news; perhaps that was my one remaining duty before madness or death finally claimed me.

    

    'What is it?' Captain Milne looked up from the tangled mess of his bunk. He had slept in his day clothes and the place reeked of alcohol, stale urine and the mess that he had spewed up. When I told him what had happened he listened, at first with disbelief and finally with his mouth opening and closing in shock. 'Oh Sweet Jesus have mercy. Show me.'

    Staggering unshaven on deck with his jacket stained and flapping open and only one boot on, he sniffed the tainted air and vomited over the side.

    'Where are they? Where are the hands?'

    They gathered slowly, keeping their distance as Captain Milne rocked on his feet, holding on to the mizzen for support as he stared at his crew.

    'Why?' He did not raise his voice, but the hoarse whisper carried throughout the ship. 'Why did you do it?'

    'They were witches, Captain,' Donaldson was the only man who could face the captain's eyes. 'They were murdering us, one by one.'

    'Witches?' Captain Milne swallowed the word. He seemed unable to speak. 'Good God; there's no such thing. You can't believe in that nonsense.' He looked over the taffrail, where a bobbing barrel displayed its charred and hideous contents, and promptly vomited on to the deck of which he had once been so proud. Then he began to swear. He paused, speaking in a low, broken voice. 'You murdered these people. They were shipwrecked survivors, for God's sake. They came to us for help!'

    'They were cannibals, Captain,' Pratt faced Milne's anger with a courage I had not expected. 'The ballast brought them.'

    'The ballast brought them?' Milne shook his head. 'The ballast is stones, man. It's pebbles and stones from the beach, nothing else!'

    'No,' Pratt stood his ground, although I could see that he was trembling. 'It's cursed, Captain. We have to put the bones back; please, Captain?'

    For a long moment, Milne stared at Pratt, and then he dropped his eyes and shuffled past, an old, broken man. 'Why did somebody not tell me?' He stopped in front of me and raised eyes liquid with tears. 'Doctor! You're an intelligent man. Why did you not stop this madness?'

    'I tried, Captain,' I did not then meet his eyes, 'I tried.'

    'We tied the doctor up,' Donaldson sounded proud of his part in the affair. 'And we made him watch.'

    'Sweet God in heaven.' Ignoring Donaldson, Milne raised a hand as though to strike me. I did not flinch. 'I could have stopped it. I would have saved them, Doctor … Mr Cosgrove, Iain, why did you not fetch me?'

    'You were drunk,' I said bluntly and raised my head. I could feel the anger burning within me and this time the captain winced. 'You were lying as drunk as a lord in your cabin. You were incapable of commanding the ship when your crew murdered two innocent people.' I leaned closer as anger replaced my habitual academic reticence. 'You were as much responsible for their deaths as the superstitious fools who set fire to the barrels. You were in a position of responsibility, Captain, and you failed your trust.'

    When Captain Milne opened his mouth, I thought he was going to blast me for my insolence, but instead he closed it again and turned away as meek as a child. 'You're right,' Milne said. 'Oh God, Doctor but you're right.' When he looked at me again, there was no fire left in him, he was hollow.

    Milne staggered down below, round-shouldered and with his stockinged foot ludicrous and undignified. I heard the opening and closing of doors as he wandered through his final command and them a louder bang as he slammed the door of his own cabin.

    Pratt grinned nervously. 'Do you think the captain's very angry, Doctor?'

    Unable to reply, I could only walk away. The stench of burned blubber and human flesh clung to me like a skin of guilt.

    It was five minutes later that I heard the sharp crack of the pistol shot, and when I rushed to the captain's cabin, Milne was sprawled backward on his chair with my revolver held tight in his right hand and his brains spattered across the far bulkhead. Blood oozed slowly down the varnished teak, forming an obscene puddle on the deck.

    'Oh, God no.' I stared numbly at the corpse for a good two minutes before I prized my revolver from the dead man's hand and placed it on the desk. It lay there accusingly; my property left lying carelessly to be used in a suicide. 'Now I am every bit as bad as the rest,' I whispered. 'Oh Jennifer, how can you forgive me?'

    The sound of the shot had alerted the remnants of the crew, who crowded in a voiceless knot behind me, staring at the corpse of the man who had once been their captain.

    'He's dead,' Pratt said, needlessly, but he helped me bind a rag around the shattered skull and carry the body on to the deck. We laid it there, in the lee of the iceberg and under the uncaring sky.

    'And then there were six,' I said with intended viciousness, 'and this time you can't blame Isbister or Sinclair, for you've already murdered them.' My voice rose until I checked it, but with considerable effort. 'Perhaps you'd like to murder me too?'

    Pratt shook his shaggy head. 'It's the ballast,' he explained patiently. 'We'll be damned until the bones are returned to Gass Skerry.'

    'Aye. So you say.' There was no need to examine Captain Milne to determine the cause of death, but guilt at leaving the unattended revolver ripped at my conscience. 'Well, maybe we'll stop off that way on our return journey; if we have enough men left to handle the ship.'

    Pratt rammed his empty pipe between his teeth and fingered the scrimshaw mermaid. 'It's worse than that, Doctor Cosgrove. Six men can handle Lady Balgay quite comfortably, but we need somebody to navigate.'

    'What?' I looked at him, not understanding this new complication. 'Surely any seaman can navigate?'

    'Hardly,' Pratt frowned his contempt at the idea. 'Leery and the Captain were the only two who knew how.' He avoided my eyes. 'You need to be able to do sums and calculations, and I never went to school, eh? But you are clever, Doctor. You'll be able to take us home, won't you?'

    I said nothing for a while, but stared around at the grey sky and the waiting sea. How were my navigational skills? I knew enough to aim southeast and hope to strike Scotland, but no more than that. 'Well then, we'll just do our best.' Fighting a desire to either break into hysterical laughter or burst into tears, I glanced aft. Strangely, after so much death and disaster, I no longer felt the same intense fury. I analysed my feelings and found only a numb resignation. There were no emotions left, but I did sense something lurking beneath the calmness. Afraid of what madness I would find if I delved too deep, I concentrated on the matter in hand. 'We'd best bury the captain, Mr Pratt. Go and find Tommy, would you? He's still in charge of things nautical.'

    The captain's burial was the most formal so far, with what remained of the crew standing to attention as his body slid into the sea with a Union Flag, dredged from some obscure corner of the ship, draped over the top. There was no sermon and no hymns, for after the murder of the two survivors, nobody considered that anything religious was appropriate. Anyway, as Donaldson kindly pointed out, 'suicides don't get holy burials.'

    'He was a hard, hard man,' Ross said, and nudged Pratt who was quietly sobbing as he watched the body sink. 'What the hell's up with you, Johnnie?'

    'I liked the captain.'

    'Well, more fool you,' Ross told him. 'And that's the only memorial he'll get from me.'

    It may have been coincidence that a seal broke surface just as Captain Milne slid under, but we all watched as half a score followed the corpse into the depths as if to ensure that the man who had killed so many of their kind was finally gone.

    'Take us south, Tommy,' I said at last. A few days ago the order would have been greeted with cheers, but now there was no reaction at all.

    'Aye, Doctor.' Thoms glanced at the featureless sky. 'And which way would that be?'

    'Use the binnacle compass,' I had anticipated the question.

    'I'd like to, Doctor, but it's buggered. Big Sinclair booted it when he was struggling the other day.'

    The binnacle's broken?' I felt as though I would never escape from this nightmare.

    'Smashed to pieces.' Thoms stared at me as if expecting an instant solution and I suddenly realised that all the crew had done that with Captain Milne. Some had hated him, all had feared him, but they had expected him to be the oracle of all maritime wisdom. Now, I realised, I was the man to ask, although I had no more nautical knowledge than a babe in arms and less experience than any of them.

    'Is there another compass on board?'

    A thorough search revealed that there was not, and when I made enquiries, nobody knew how to navigate by the stars. These were before-the-mast seamen, experienced in every practical skill of seamanship, but with no interest in navigation or 'book work' as Donaldson contemptuously dismissed it. The foc'sle was their place, not aft of the mainmast.

    Again they transferred responsibility on to me, smiling sycophantically as they waited for a miracle. They stood around in a semi-circle, some staring openly but others more shame-faced as they contemplated the deck, or the glistening iceberg behind the ship.

    'What are we going to do, Doctor Cosgrove?'

    It was Pratt who put the direct question, and the others nodded, eager that somebody should help them out of the chaos that their actions had created.

    'We're going to sit tight just now,' I told them slowly, 'and consider our position. Nobody among us can navigate, and we are not exactly sure where we are, so all we can do is head south.'

    They nodded eagerly at that and mumbled agreement, still waiting for orders.

    'Excellent.' I waited until they were quiet. 'So as soon as we work out in which direction south lies, we can get moving.'

    They looked at each other, and at the sky and the sea. Pratt pointed over the stern. 'That's south, Doctor Cosgrove.'

    'No, no,' Thoms pointed toward the iceberg. 'The wind came from the south, and the berg protected us, so it's to the south.'

    'It's shifted with the current,' Ross said. 'It's to starboard now.'

    As the voices rose, I watched them. When I had come aboard I had felt some fear mixing with these amazingly competent men, an emotion that had altered to respect for their toughness and nautical skill, but now I felt growing contempt, disgust and near hatred. They had performed two of the most brutal murders I had ever heard of, and now came to me like sheepish children, looking for help.

    What could I do? If I refused them, I would also be condemned to remain on this forsaken ship attached to an iceberg in the Arctic wastes. I had to help them, but the thought was growing more repugnant by the minute. I closed my eyes, trying to make sense of the situation. They must be brought to justice for their murders, so I had to get them back to Scotland, which meant working with them, as I could not return alone.

    It was then that I realised the two images had not entered my mind for two days. My dreams had been troubled by memories of the survivors' deaths and of polar bears, but nothing else. I looked furtively at Pratt, who waited for my words with an expression like a cowed collie dog, and tried to keep the terrible thought from my mind. Perhaps the two images had indeed been linked to Sinclair and Isbister?

    No! That was impossible. That was falling into the deepest, rankest superstition, returning to the murderous psychosis of witch-hunts and human sacrifice.

    'Will we ever get back, Doctor Cosgrove?' Apparently forgetting the way he had treated me only two days before, Donaldson could hardly have been more respectful.

    I wrestled away my clouded thoughts, although I knew the doubt would return later, when I lay alone in the dark. Once more I thought about Mrs Adams, the old Orcadian fortune teller, and drew some comfort from my own superstition.

    'We'll get back,' I tried to sound confident, 'as soon as we see the North Star; we can steer in the opposite direction.'

    They laughed at this simple solution to our problem, but frowned as another difficulty struck them.

    'Doctor,' Thoms had a strained expression on his face. 'You won't tell anybody what happened here, will you?'

    The others crowded round; pleading with their smiles, fawning with words that were intended to convince me they had only committed natural justice for the sake of the ship.

    I waited for a moment, aware that I was only a whisker of education from accepting their fears, if not their solution. I knew that if my circumstances had been different, I might be as credulous as they were, and if, like them, I had grown up in some festering slum, brawling for survival against screaming poverty, I might have acted similarly. I was judging from a different viewpoint, and social standing was no reason for assuming moral superiority.

    And then the memory of Isbister's desperate shrieks returned, and I knew I could not let them walk calmly away. Nothing excused such cruelty.

    If I told them my plans, they were as likely as not to kill me too, so it was common sense to lie, despite that being against all my training and moral convictions. 'You think that what you did was right,' I told them truthfully, and they nodded, eager for justification. 'You honestly believed that Sinclair and Isbister were witches.'

    They nodded again and all began to speak, loquacious in their desire to justify themselves.

    'And cannibals,' Torrie said seriously. 'Remember Rab's arm.'

    I sighed, trying to fight the loathing that was directed as much against myself as against the crew; these were not inherently wicked men, just simple, superstitious fools, seeking for some method of controlling a situation they did not understand. It was utterly unfortunate that Sinclair and Isbister were outsiders into their world, and pure bad luck that Pratt had spread his tales about cursed ballast during a voyage dogged by disaster.

    'I will have to make a report to the authorities,' I told them. I could see Thoms touching the hilt of the sealing knife, Torrie flexing these massive fireman's muscles and Pratt watching me through eyes dulled by decades of hard work, degradation and suffering. 'And I will say nothing that is not true.'

    They nodded at that, unsure quite what I meant but willing to grasp at any straw. I looked over the rail. Sinclair and Isbister were gone; some unknown current had spirited away the charred barrels and the smoke from the burning seal blubber tubs was barely a taste in the air, but the crew were increasingly uneasy at their own actions. With the perceived danger now absent, they had time for introversion.

    'Will you write that down?' Like so many illiterate men, Pratt had uncanny faith in the power of the written word. He looked slyly at me, with a greasy grin on his bearded face and a query in his eyes. 'You could write that we only did what was best for the ship.'

    The other men pressed closer, nodding their eager agreement. 'You could do that, couldn't you Doctor?'

    'You will, won't you?'

    'You know that we were right.'

    'They'll listen to you, Doctor Cosgrove.'

    I saw the mingled hope and fear in the weathered faces and remembered their recent actions. I also saw the glint of light along the blade of Thoms' knife and knew I would do anything they asked of me. Jennifer was waiting in Dundee, I had made a solemn promise and I could not let her down. I must get home; I would get home, no matter what it took in compromising my principles.

    'I'll compose something,' I hated myself for my weakness, but desperate fear and honour make ill bed fellows, 'and I'll read it out to you.'

    They were waiting outside my cabin when I emerged, five anxious men, from the broken Pratt to volatile young Torrie.

    'Read it, Doctor,' Donaldson urged.

    'To whom it may concern,' I began, and they nodded approval at such an auspicious start. 'I, Iain Cosgrove, surgeon on board the sealing ketch Lady Balgay of Dundee, at present attached to an iceberg in the Greenland Sea, wrote these words on the 3rd August 1914.'

    They nodded again, fervent for my acceptance, desperate to be absolved of murder, hopeful of understanding.

    I continued. 'After a series of unfortunate misadventures on board Lady Balgay, we had lost the crew men Robert Mitchell, Walter Learmonth, James Soutar and Charles Mackie. Believing that the deaths were caused by a combination of evil brought aboard by tainted ballast, and the witchcraft of two people we rescued from the ice, the crew of Lady Balgay nearly unanimously decided to remove the two people.'

    I looked up as the crew nodded. They agreed with everything I had written so far. Sighing, I continued.

    'Accordingly the hands removed the two additions to the crew. Unfortunately, Captain Milne, possibly suffering from nervous exhaustion after the rigours of the voyage, shot himself the following day.'

    I lowered my voice. 'I have signed it, Iain Cosgrove, Doctor, and I think you should sign it too.'

    'You didn't mention that we killed them,' Pratt said.

    'No.' I shook my head. I did not say that there would be an inquiry and all the details would come out in court.

    'Thank you, Doctor.' Pratt took hold of the paper, holding it with something like reverence in his huge hands. 'I'll put my cross on this book.'

    He was first to sign, with the others adding their signatures underneath so the single sheet was decorated with a variety of semi-legible scrawls plus the neat name of George Ross.

    'I'll keep this safe,' I said, 'and hand it in when we reach Dundee.' You poor fools, I looked over them with a mixture of contempt and pity. You have just signed a confession that could result in every one of you swinging from the gallows. I closed my eyes, seeing myself in the dock giving evidence that might, and probably would, condemn these men to death. The murders would rock the country and probably ruin my career before it had begun, and what would Jennifer think of me then?

    Maybe, I thought, maybe it would be best if I said nothing, pulled a veil over all that had happened and tried to live a normal life. The prospect was so enticing that I nearly convinced myself it was possible. But I knew it was not.

    'Doctor! There's a sail! A ship is coming in!'
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       The ship proved to be the Brahmoor of Hanover, which had been among the seals and was now on her way north to the whale fishing. The master immediately agreed to relieve the poor wanderers. These in the boat were taken on board the Brahmoor, and the master of the Felix getting a crew of Hanoverians, put off for the ice, and picked up the rest of his ship's company, many of whom were now in a very famished and exhausted state.
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    'A ship!' The cry ran was taken up by the rest of the hands and while Pratt scampered up the masts with that agility that still astonished me, others ran to the side to stare. Only Thoms had the sense to snatch the captain's telescope and scan the newcomer.

    'She's a ship, right enough, Three masts, but foreign built. You'll never see anything made that way in a British yard! She's seen some foul weather too, judging by the state of her sails. They're patched to buggery.'

    When I lifted a hand to wave, Donaldson nudged Torrie and glanced at him. 'What about the doctor?'

    'We've got his book,' Torrie said doubtfully.

    'Aye, but can we trust him?'

    'I've given my word,' I defended myself. I had no desire to be the next victim of Donaldson's brutality. 'And I won't say anything until we're back in Dundee.'

    'All the same,' sliding his skinning knife from its sheath, Torrie glanced at me and then looked sidelong at Donaldson. 'We've killed two; one more won't make much difference.'

    'Don't be a fool!' Thoms knocked away the knife. 'These two were witches. Dr Cosgrove helped us. Rather than murdering an innocent man, Albert, run over to the captain's cabin and find the ship's papers. Throw them overboard in case Captain Milne wrote anything before he died and the master of this foreign ship asks any fool questions.'

    As Torrie moved, still in a half crouch to obey, Thoms nodded doubtfully to me. 'Albert did have a point, Doctor; I don't want you blowing your mouth off.'

    'I won't say a word,' I placed a trembling finger over my lips. 'I promise.'

    'Aye, well, promises don't always mean much.' Thoms frowned doubtfully. 'Maybe we can take you on trust, Doctor, but maybe not …'

    'It's a foreign ship, right enough.' Pratt raised his voice. 'She's German by the flag.' Returning to the deck, he looked at me. 'She looks like that Prussian that gave us the rum! Fortuna Gretel, wasn't she?'

    'Aye.' Thoms nodded. 'That'll be her. There can't be too many Prussians in these waters.' He grunted. 'And these two witches told us she had foundered in the ice!'

    'So they did!' Pratt nearly shouted. 'That means they were lying!'

    'More proof, if we needed any!' Donaldson looked at me in triumph. 'What do you say now, Doctor?'

    'The doctor will be leaving us for a while,' Thoms said quietly. 'Doctor, I want you to go into your cabin for a minute. Just for a minute.'

    'What? Why?'

    Thoms had produced the marlinespike from up his sleeve and the blow on the head took me by surprise. I staggered, yelling, and Thoms hit me again, knocking me to the deck. I lay there, holding the pain in both hands as Thoms roared: 'give a hand here, boys!'

    'No! He won't say anything!' I heard Pratt move forward to defend me, but Donaldson blocked his passage easily enough.

    'Shut up you old fool! We know what's best!'

    With Ross and Donaldson holding me secure, it took Thoms only a moment to tie my hands and feet and gag me with a piece of filthy rag.

    'Throw him into the foc'sle,' Thoms ordered, and they bundled me inside, crashing me callously to the unyielding deck. 'Sorry Doctor, but we can't allow you to meet the Prussians. You might say something we would all regret.'

    Straining against the gag, I fought my bonds, but the seamen knew their knots and I could do nothing but glare my fury as the foc'sle door slammed shut. I was left in the turgid air, with no company but my dark thoughts and the sound of the ship.

    I heard the soft thump as a small boat moored alongside, and the sharp patter of feet on the deck planking. The voice was low and gruff, first in German and then in English.

    'Hello again, Lady Balgay! Remember us? We spoke with you months ago!'

    'We remember you well,' Thoms assured him. 'And we are very glad to see you, my friends.'

    There was low laughter and the slight sounds of backslapping before the German spoke again. 'What has happened here? We saw smoke in the distance and came to investigate. Where is your master, please? The jovial Captain Milne? I wish to speak with him.'

    'He's dead,' Thoms said truthfully. 'So are half the crew. We have had a bad time.'

    There was a moment's silence, presumably as the German looked around the deck. 'So, how can I help?'

    I wriggled to the bulkhead and tried to drum my feet, hoping to attract attention to my plight, but the rope was so tight around my ankles that I could hardly move, and the small noise I made was lost within the greater workings of the ship.

    'We don't have a navigator left,' Thoms spoke casually, as if he was discussing the weather. 'Can you spare one?'

    'Alas not,' the German said. 'We have only the two, and where would we be if one was lost?' His barking laugh was probably intended to reassure the crew of Lady Balgay. 'However, I can offer you all passage home in our ship. We have room in Fortuna Gretel.'

    There was a pause, then grunts of obvious agreement.

    'But before I do,' the German said. 'I must ask you a question.'

    'Of course,' Thoms said.

    'Have you seen, or heard of, a man and a woman? They are countrymen of yours, but they were part of our crew. We were trapped in the ice, you see, and believed all was lost so our captain ordered everybody away in the boats.'

    'Oh?' Thoms sounded as though he were genuinely interested in the story.

    'But Fortuna freed herself and the master picked up everybody except these two. We have searched for them ever since. Maybe you have seen them?'

    'Oh Jesus!' I tried to shout my anguish and despair, but the gag was effective and my words were stifled stillborn. I tried to hammer my feet against the deck, but the cords held me tight. All I could do was sob, with the tears oozing from my eyes and my throat constricted with bitter irony. Sinclair and Isbister had indeed sailed in this German ship. Their story had been correct in every detail except that Fortuna Gretel had not sunk. The master was still searching for them, all these weeks later.

    Sinclair and Isbister were neither cannibals nor witches, but two unfortunate survivors, two people who had got lost in the Arctic, like so many scores of men before. The crew of Lady Balgay had murdered them for no reason save the illogical imaginings created by superstition and sheer bad luck. I felt like screaming in frustration, but still, somewhere deep inside me, was an acknowledgement of relief that my scientific side had triumphed over the emergence of buried superstition.

    'A man and a woman?' I heard the disbelief in Thoms' voice. Would he admit his guilt now, throw himself on the mercy of whatever court could judge such matters and accept justice? Or would he deny everything knowing that he had been party to one of the foulest murders that Iain could ever conceive?

    'Except for the Yakkies, I don't think I've ever seen a woman in the Arctic in my life', Thoms said, with scarcely a second's hesitation. He raised his voice. 'Have any of you lads seen a man and a woman around here? This German fellow says they were on his ship but they got lost.'

    There was a murmur of denials as one by one the crew of Lady Balgay rejected any knowledge of the people they had murdered.

    'A pity; they were a cheerful couple and it was unusual to have a woman on board,' the German accepted their word. 'She was useful when it came to darning socks.'

    Thoms gave a small laugh.

    'So gentlemen, if you would care to come aboard Fortuna, we will sail soon. We will leave your vessel here; she can harm nobody. Please hurry.'

    I felt my spirits rise. When the hands entered the foc'sle surely one of the Germans would see me and then I could reveal everything. I wriggled closer to the door, ready to make as much fuss as I possibly could.

    'We'll hurry,' Thoms promised, and raised his voice. 'Tell Ross to close down the engines, and just come as you are, lads. You've nothing much to collect in the foc'sle anyway!'

    'No! Don't leave me here!' I tried to shout, but the gag kept the words inside my mouth. No sound escaped as I writhed in terrified frustration, sobbing for help.

    There was a rush of feet and a gabble of excited voices as the crew of Lady Balgay left the ship. Nobody came back for me, nobody opened the door of the foc'sle and within twenty minutes I heard muffled orders in German and knew that I was left alone.

    Unable to shout, I felt the great veins in my temple straining as I tried to kick my feet and wrestle myself free, but could manage only a few feeble thumps that could not possibly be heard outside the ketch. The tears flowed unbidden as I finally gave up and a sense of absolute abandonment overwhelmed me.

    I was alone, tied and gagged, in a deserted ship hundreds of miles from civilisation, and nobody knew where I was. The crew of Lady Balgay would certainly not report my whereabouts, so I was doomed to die of thirst and starvation. Thirst? I realised that the ship was very quiet, not just because the crew was gone, but also because Ross had killed the engine, and without the heat from the boiler, the temperature in Lady Balgay would plummet. I would die of cold long before I died of thirst.

    But I would get home; the fortune teller had promised Jennifer I would come home. Jennifer. The opening lines of her song slipped unbidden into my mind as I lay there, her soft voice soothing my panic so I took a deep breath and considered my position.

     
      
       
       In the gloaming, oh my darling,

       When the lights are soft and low

       And the quiet shadows falling

       Softly come and softly go.

      

     

    

    Quiet shadows were right, I thought. I was in the land of quiet shadows here, and quickly passing to a land where there were only shadows, and one which Jennifer would not enter for many decades.

    The words remained with me, calming me until I could think rationally. I was in the foc'sle of Lady Balgay, tied on the floor. The foc'sle was where the seamen berthed, and where their personal kit was stowed. Surely one of them would have a knife? They spent a great deal of their working lives dealing with ropes, so needed sharp tools, and they did not all carry their sea knives with them all the time.

    That obvious fact gave me some hope and a little more strength. Rolling to the door, I leaned my back against the wood and used its purchase to struggle upright. The foc'sle was dark, but small, despite the nine bunks that had to crowd inside and the sea chests that acted as seats and tables on the limited floor space. A single hop took me to the first chest with its painted decoration of a splendid clipper ship, so different from the work-stained Lady Balgay.

    My first attempt to lift the hinged lid failed, so I tried again, crouching down, placing my shoulder under the lid and forcing myself up. This time I managed to hold the lid secure, and it banged open, revealing the contents.

    There was not much. A bundle of slop-shop clothes, mostly little more than rags, a pair of shore-going shoes and a few souvenir trinkets gathered from half a lifetime of sweated toil across the globe. If rolling stones gathered no moss, then seagoing labourers collected pathetically few possessions as reward for keeping the world's trading lanes open.

    The next chest was no better, with the addition of a half-empty bottle of gin that had obviously been liberated from the Captain's cabin. The third was locked, its painted picture of a grinning skull and crossbones mocking me as I moved on, slowly losing hope as my strength waned and the words of Jennifer's song drained from my mind. I sank down, head on my breast as the cold began to penetrate my limbs, but I struggled up. I knew I had to keep moving or die. I needed to cut myself free and find food and a source of warmth. There were still some chests remaining, still some hope.

    Again using my shoulder as a lever, I slammed open the fourth sea chest. This one had no decoration, just the name John Pratt beautifully carved into the surface. As Pratt was illiterate, some kindly shipmate must have worked for hours on that, possibly for a few sippers of rum, or just out of comradeship. I shook my head; did the reason matter? I knew I was drifting away and must concentrate.

    There was the usual bundle of clothing, with a collection of letters carefully tied in red ribbon but never opened; perhaps some long-ago sweetheart had sent them in mingled hope and affection, but Pratt had never had the courage to ask somebody to read her letters to him. There was heartbreak there, and deep sorrow, but this was not the time. Far more significant was the knife that lay, sheathed and oiled, right at the bottom of the chest.

    Nearly sobbing in relief, I put all my weight on the edge of the chest, toppling it over so the contents spilled out. The knife slithered on to the deck and lay there like a gift from God. Struggling on to my back, I scrabbled closer. It was the work of a moment to slip off the sheath, and trust Pratt to have the blade sharp enough to slice through the rope around my wrist.

    'Thank God!' I prayed my gratitude as I freed my ankles and tore the gag from my mouth. I breathed deeply, finding even the foetid stench of the foc'sle pleasant after gasping through the tarry rag they had stuffed in my mouth.

    And then the true horror of my situation returned to me. I was free to roam the ship, and even to clamber on to the iceberg; I could find food and clothes enough for a dozen men, but beyond that I was still trapped. I was stuck on a sealing ketch fastened to an iceberg in the Greenland Sea; I who had sailed north to hunt seals was doomed to die in their home; I who had promised to return home to Jennifer would never see her again. The first burst of laughter caught me by surprise, but I recognised the second as the onset of hysteria and controlled the impulse.

    'Oh Jesus, Jennifer, I've let you down in so many ways.' I took a deep breath, knowing that I faced a bitter future. How long would I last, alone in the ice? A month? A year? Two years? Ten? The prospect was appalling, yet I knew I could not let myself die. Fortuna Gretel had found us and there might be other ships up here, more sealers in the Arctic. Surely one would find me, this year or maybe next, unless I went mad and died of loneliness and fear.

    'I will be a northern Robinson Crusoe,' I told myself, and tried to smile. 'But what can I do? How can I pass the time until I am rescued?' The answer was obvious. 'I must write my journal,' I told myself severely. 'I promised Jennifer that I would write an account of all that happened, and so far I have not touched pen to paper. I must write it so that I remember everything and when I am found, I can tell Jennifer what happened to me. She will know that I tried to keep my promise and I did not give up hope.'

    Round shouldered, I eased into the engine room. The engine was a simple piece of machinery, so it was easy to start, and I shovelled coal from the bunkers into the furnace, keeping the fire low so it would last longer.

    'That's better,' I savoured the heat for a long time before walking to my own quarters to retrieve the leather backed notebook I had intended to use for my journal. From there I moved aft, to the larger and more comfortable captain's cabin, and sat behind the captain's desk, on the captain's chair, and opened the box that contained the old wooden handled pens. Lifting one, I began to write, humming the song that Jennifer had sung to me that night, so many months ago.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    'I'll come home to you, Jennifer,' I promised as he wrote the date: 4th August 1914. Today the German vessel Fortuna Gretel rescued all the crew except me. I am the last Greenlandman.

    'I'll come home to you.'

    Lady Balgay lay still, tied to her iceberg as a slow fall of snow foretold the beginning of the terrible Arctic winter.
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       We're captive on the carousel of time

       We can't return, we can only look behind from where we came

        
        And go round and round in the circle game

        JONI MITCHELL

       

      

     

    

    Closing the journal, Lauren looked over to where Iain sat on the bed, his finger still pointing to the open door and his face as set and tragic as it had been for the past more-than- ninety years.

    'So you've come home, Iain Cosgrove,' she said quietly, 'as Mrs Adams promised'.

    That tune was back, easing insistently into her head like syrup dripping from a spoon, but now she recognised it for what it was. Jennifer was singing to her husband, her siren song calling him back across a waste of ocean.

    It was all so obvious now. Jennifer had looked after Iain when evil had stalked the ship, either in the person of frightened crewmen or in the guise as cannibals from another time. Jennifer had kept him safe, and Jennifer had guided her, and Kenny, to this ketch in which her man remained. Jennifer had brought him home; somewhere she waited for him still.

    'So nobody found him?' Kenny was at Lauren's shoulder, his voice somehow intrusive.

    'How long have you been there?' Reaching out, she touched his hand. It was cold but dry.

    'All the time; I didn't want to leave you alone in here.' He tightened his grip reassuringly. 'Were there no more sealing ships?'

    'Look at the date: August 1914.' Lauren shook her head. 'That's when the First World War started. There would be no ships up that way during the war.'

    Kenny nodded. 'Poor bugger. But what did it all mean? Were the survivors innocent, or were they cannibals from the past, as Pratt thought?'

    Lauren stood up, holding the journal in her hand, feeling the slight rasp as tiny pieces of seashell stuck in her palm. 'I'm not sure. Iain thought they were innocent survivors, and he was there.'

    'But the deaths and the things that he saw; what were they?' Kenny seemed much quieter now, as if he had matured while reading the journal.

    'God knows.' Lauren shrugged. 'Maybe Iain was right; maybe they were just dragged from his imagination. It must have been hard to have just the one night with his wife and then disappear into the Arctic for months.'

    'And the music? He said he heard Jennifer singing to him.'

    Lauren smiled. 'Can't you hear that too?'

    'What?' Kenny shook his head. 'I can't hear anything.'

    It was louder now, the words distinct. Lauren listened for a minute, allowing the song of a long past generation to seep into this cabin and ease around the body of the man to whom it had meant so much.

     
      
       
       'In the gloaming, oh my darling

       When the lights are soft and low

       Will you think of me and love me

       As you did once long ago?'

      

     

    

    Lifting the journal, Lauren tucked it securely under her arm. 'Come on, Kenny; let's go on deck and see where we are. Somebody must have seen us and come to investigate.'

    Leaving the cabin with its lonely surgeon still sitting on the bed, she led Kenny into the passage outside and up the companionway to the deck. The mist remained; a thick barrier that continued to swirl slowly anti-clockwise around Lady Balgay.

    'So where are we?' Kenny raised his voice. 'Hello! Is there anybody there?'

    The echo came back to him, distorted but recognisably his own voice. He tried again, louder, but with the same result.

    The mist absorbed the sound; the mist kept them trapped, isolated; the mist was either a barrier or a protection, Lauren was unsure which.

    'Let me try.' Carefully avoiding the scorch marks, she reached for the speaking trumpet that sat in a bracket on the mizzen mast and placed it to her lips.

    'Hello!' She shouted and the words, strangely metallic, clashed into the circulating mist.

    'Hello!' The reply was indistinct but immediate. 'Who's there?'

    'Lauren MacPherson and Kenny Brown!' She felt the devil of mischief in her eyes when she winked at Kenny, 'of the whaling ketch Lady Balgay!'

    There was a long pause before the reply came, but even through the mist Lauren could sense the strain. 'Of what ship? Could you repeat that please?'

    'The whaling ketch Lady Balgay of Dundee.' As she waited for a response, she felt the temperature rise. The mist began to thin, and then the spiralling motion slowed and stopped completely. Lady Balgay sat quiet on a calm sea, her masts no longer skeletal but proud, her bowsprit pointing home and the scars honourable trophies of a long voyage.

    We're home. We're back home.

    As the last remaining shreds of mist cleared and lifted, Lauren could see the great hump of Dundee Law behind its outrider of multi-storey flats, with the Tay Road Bridge a few hundred yards upstream and the bulk of the city stretching east, west and north, a hive of activity, alive with the hum of traffic.

    'Dear God but that's a beautiful sight.' For a moment Lauren just stared at the view, enjoying every inch of this city that had been her home for all her twenty-five years. She had left on the fishing trip only that morning, yet she felt as though she had been gone for years. It was as if she had embodied the memories of Iain Cosgrove and taken his thoughts and perceptions with her, so much that she hummed that poignant little song and allowed her eye to wander along the shore to West Ferry, where Balgay House had once stood.

    And she started, remembering Jennifer's words.

    

    'I will leave a candle shining in the window to guide you home. I will light it every night and count every day until we are together again'

    

    The light was there, small enough to be a candle but powerful enough to shine directly into her eyes, clear across the centuries, but when she blinked it had gone.

    Don't be stupid, Lauren! Now you're imagining things.

    Balgay House was long gone, victim of dry rot and the decline of manufacturing fortunes after the First World War, but now she shared the memories of a man who had seen the jute barons at their most powerful. The thought was sobering and just a little frightening.

    'Lauren? Are you all right?' Kenny was beside her, wide eyed and anxious; she wondered how she could have forgotten about him.

    'Of course I am. I was just thinking how good it is to be home after so many years.'

    'It's only been a few hours.' He looked at her, his head to one side but his eyes more thoughtful than she remembered. His voice was low and considered. 'The man who wrote that journal is long dead, Lauren.'

    'Of course,' Lauren forced a smile, wondering what Iain had been like in life, how his voice had sounded, if he had smelled of quality tobacco and the fresh outdoors and how it would have felt to be touched by him.

    No! Behave yourself; that was another time and a dead man's journal.

    'Lady Balgay! Stand by'

    The sleekly powerful grey vessel that approached was obviously official, from the flag she proudly wore to the uniformed men on board and the air of neat authority. 'This is the Scottish Government's Fishery Protection vessel Jura.' The voice was now familiar but still bemused. 'Stand by to be boarded, Lady Balgay!'

    'We're standing by but be careful,' Lauren shouted back, 'I'm not sure how secure this deck is.'

    'We're safe,' Kenny put an arm around her, looking at the silver glint of the Firth of Tay and the bustling city of Dundee. 'That storm's behind us.'

    'The storm?' The capsizing of their fishing boat seemed so long ago that Lauren had almost forgotten it. 'Yes; we survived, didn't we?' She watched as Jura drew alongside, all bustle and modernity, bristling with twenty first century technology. It was a different world from Iain Cosgrove and Lady Balgay. Her wash creamed along the hull of the ancient ketch, white and frothy and reassuringly real.

    Within minutes, a squad of seamen from Jura boarded, their boots thundering hollowly on the deck, and the smartly uniformed captain approaching Lauren to ask her a host of questions.

    'I'm not sure about the legal ownership of Lady Balgay,' he was very tall and dark haired and utterly competent. She knew there would be no mistakes with this man in charge. 'I suspect that you can claim salvage as you found her abandoned, but if we tow her in, the government may have a say.'

    'I never thought of salvage,' Lauren admitted. She glanced at Kenny. 'We were just trying to keep alive.'

    The captain nodded. 'That's understandable, but 'I'm afraid I'm going to have to take her in, unless you can afford to pay for a tug?' The saturnine face creased into a grin that seemed to wrap itself around Lauren's heart. 'I can't leave her out here as a hazard to shipping, so you had better decide quickly.'

    Lauren shrugged. 'There's no help for it,' she watched as tow ropes were fitted and Lady Balgay shepherded into the shelter of Dundee. 'You're good at this.'

    'I've had many years practise.'

    'I'll bet you have.' That tune was still there, insistent, too sentimental for her now she was re- adapting to this twenty-first century, but familiar as an old friend.

    The captain glanced sideways at her. 'It will be busy in Dundee,' he warned, 'news of Lady Balgay spread quickly. It's something for the media to get its teeth into, something other than wars and celebrities and corrupt politicians.'

    He was correct; the press were waiting when they came ashore, a score of photographers and reporters backed by camera crews from half a dozen television stations, all eager to interview the couple who had discovered an ancient vessel trapped within an iceberg. The transformation from the early twentieth century journal with its ancient superstitions to the modern world of brashness and information technology was a culture shock, but Lauren adapted quickly, pushing aside that still insistent tune.

    'We're famous,' Kenny posed for yet another photograph as Lauren once more gave details about Lady Balgay.

    'We are,' Lauren agreed. She smiled across to the female reporter who had stalked her as she tried to escape across the Quay shopping centre.

    'Miss MacPherson; Mr Brown: could you spare a few moments of your time?' The woman was confident, blonde and very good looking. 'My name is Lee-Anne Webster and I represent the Independent Scottish Television Network.'

    No. Not this one, Lauren; run; run fast and run hard.

    But Kenny had stopped, 'I think we have time for one more,' he grinned across to Lauren and she could only shake away the whispering warning and nod acquiescence.

    'Excellent: I have arranged a meeting. There are only a few of us, an informal press conference for a select handful of people.'

    Before Lauren could voice her protest she was being ushered into a stretch limousine that purred the few hundred yards to the Premier Inn, where a succession of very polite people escorted them to a small room with a splendid view over the Tay. As well as Lee-Anne and a cameraman, there was a tall, worried looking brunette, the master of Jura and a woman in a similarly smart uniform that could only have been his first officer.

    'This is Jacqueline Cosgrove,' Lee-Anne introduced Lauren to the brunette, who gave a small smile. 'Dr Jacqueline Cosgrove.'

    'You found my great-great grandfather's ship,' Doctor Cosgrove said simply, and Lauren stared at her.

    'Your great-great grandfather? Iain Cosgrove? But he was barely married …'

    Dr Cosgrove looked down her long nose at Lauren, but her smile broadened into something much more friendly. 'He seems to have made the most of the time he had, Ms MacPherson. He spent one night with my great-great grandmother,' she spoke slowly but with great precision. 'And nine months later my great grandfather was born.'

    'Well, good for him,' Kenny approved.

    'Good for them both,' Dr Cosgrove amended.

    'I would like to have got changed before meeting you…' belatedly realising she still wore the baggy orange survival suit she had donned just before the fishing boat capsized, Lauren glanced around the room. Save for Kenny, who seemed quite at home in the company of a tankard of beer, everybody present appeared as smart as if they had just emerged from the window of a fashion shop.

    'I think we quite understand,' Dr Cosgrove thawed even more. 'I heard you found something of my great- great grandfather's?' She looked pointedly at the journal that Lauren still carried. 'May I see it? I know so little about him.'

    'Of course you may.'

    As she handed over the journal, a tiny fragment of shell fell to the ground. Lauren watched as the light reflected from the smooth surface, spinning slowly toward the carpet, but Dr Cosgrove stooped quickly, catching it in her left hand. She was smiling as she examined it.

    'My God; it's a piece of bone: human bone I believe.'

    'What?' Lauren felt the first shock as the words from Iain's journal returned.

    'Human bone?' The first officer of Jura was small in stature, but shapely enough to attract Kenny's attention. 'From where could that come?'

    It came from Gass Skerry; it came from the cannibals.

    'I really do not know,' Lauren lied. She fought the sudden dread that rose from memories not her own.

    'No matter,' the lieutenant brushed fleetingly against Kenny, holding her hand out to Lauren. 'We have never been introduced. I am Lieutenant Isbister; Captain Sinclair of course, you already know.'

    The music increased in Lauren's head as she stared at the beautiful, indistinct face.
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       FOREWORD

      

     

    

   

    
    I will relate events as they occurred and leave you, the reader of this journal to judge what is real and what is not. I cannot explain more than I write; perhaps you can understand things that I cannot, or maybe there is no explanation. I can only say what I saw, and what I heard and felt and experienced. I can do no more. Please, God that I did not do the things I may have done, or see the things I believe I saw.

    I shall give you a little background before I properly begin so that you can slot me into the context of my story. I am an orphan. In 1896 somebody dumped me on the doorstep of an orphanage in Perthshire in Scotland, without a note or an explanation and only a scanty white cloth as covering. I knew nothing about that until I was eight years old when the good people who ran the orphanage took me aside and told me what little they knew about my life. I listened in silence and gave no hint of my feelings, for that was the way things were. I had already learned it was better to merge into the background than to step forward, and I knew how to sit on the sidelines while more important people took centre stage. I accepted the meagre facts of my life. I knew that nobody cared for me; I was a faceless, unwanted child, a burden on society and dependant on charity for my existence.

    Perhaps my lack of worth explains why I have always been interested in the outdoors, in the wild spaces of Scotland. They provide an escape from the realities of modern life and allow me to think and contemplate and wonder who I am and from where I came. One can avoid people out there. One does not have to watch those fortunate enough to have friends and family and wish that life was different. One can be oneself.

    However, I had never expected the spaces to be quite so wild as we found in those few days up in the Rough Quarter, the terrible peninsula of the Ceathramh Garbh in north-west Sutherland. Nor, God help me, did I expect the other events that happened on An Cailleach, the hill that people called The Dark Mountain. I can only hope and pray for my immortal soul, as the eagles soar above me.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER ONE


      

      SUTHERLAND, SCOTLAND, OCTOBER 1921

     

    

   

    
    'It's said to be haunted.'

    We stood outside the remains of Dunalt Castle, with the wind tugging at the elder trees that strove to grow on the shattered stones and the smell of salt sea-spray strong in our nostrils.

    'What rot!' Kate could still speak in the language of the schoolgirl she no longer was. 'It's no more haunted than I am.'

    Rather than replying, Mary stepped closer to Dunalt and crept inside the gateway that gaped like the open jaw of a skull. I followed, resting my hand on the shattered stones as I entered. Despite the westerly wind, the stones retained the residual warmth of the autumn sun. Weeds and rubble choked the interior of the long-abandoned castle, yet the plan was distinct. The main keep dominated the north, soaring up from the sea-cliff-edge while the stables, kitchen and servants' quarters hugged the curtain walls.

    I stood for a moment, trying to imagine what this place was like when it was all a-bustle with women and men, horses and children, and the proud standard flew over the keep. There would be the music of harp and pipes, the long tales of a sennachie and a flame-haired woman standing at an upstairs window, watching me, an intruder into her world. I could nearly hear the mutter of Gaelic and the clatter of iron-shod hooves on the ground, the batter from the blacksmith's forge and the soft lilt of a harp. I could also hear somebody's low moaning.

    'There has been darkness here,' I said.

    Mary gave me a sideways look. 'Now that's a strange thing to say.'

    'I am a strange person,' I told her and she laughed uneasily.

    'Oh, we all know that, Brenda Smith.' She stepped further away from me with the clach gorm, the blue stone crystal she wore for luck, swinging from her neck.

    'Do you know this castle?' I asked.

    'I know of it,' Mary said. 'It was a stronghold of the Mackays once, in the far-off days.' She pointed to the keep. 'There is said to be a glaistig, a green lady haunting that tower. She took a lover from the Gunns, the enemy of the clan and her father walled her into a tiny chamber until she starved to death.'

    'Lovely fathering,' I said. That explained the moaning.

    'Oh, there's worse than that in Sutherland,' Mary said. 'We have a history of clan feuds and massacres going back centuries.'

    'Why is it a ruin?' I was aware that the others had crowded in behind us and stood in a chattering group, making inane comments and remarking about the romance of it all. I could not feel any romance in Dunalt. I could not feel much at all.

    'There are two theories,' Mary had to raise her voice as Kate gave her views on Dunalt. 'One version of the story claims that there was a ball at the castle and the keeper ordered the blinds drawn, and the tongue ripped from the mouth of the cockerel so that the music and dancing would continue for days. In those days, you understand, there were no clocks so the cockerel would signal dawn. Naturally, there was whisky and wine.' Mary smiled, 'when the wine is in, the wit is out, and men and women began to argue about which music to play next.'

    'Men and women don't need wine to argue about that,' Charlie said, loudly.

    'No, they don't,' Mary agreed. 'In this case, the guests could not agree, so they wanted a neutral party to settle the dispute. Up here in Sutherland, there were no neutrals, so they shouted for the devil to come and arbitrate.'

    'Nonsense,' Kate scoffed.

    We ignored her, which was what she deserved.

    'When the devil arrived, he came with a burst of flames that set the castle alight and all the guests ran screaming away. The castle was abandoned and never occupied again.' Mary finished her story.

    'Best not meddle with satanic powers,' I did not mock. 'What was the other theory?'

    Mary ignored me, as I had expected.

    'That was a good story,' Lorna said. 'You said there was another theory. How did that go?'

    'Well, Lorna, the other theory is not so colourful. The owner abandoned the castle for a more modern house in a more convenient location.'

    I nodded. 'I prefer the devil's story.'

    'The first story was more entertaining,' Lorna said, exchanging glances with Mary when Kate gave a hoot of laughter.

    'Some people are receptive to the atmosphere,' Mary murmured. She glanced at Kate. 'Others are not.'

    I smiled and looked away. I am generally susceptible to the aura of a place, either good or bad. I could find neither in Dunalt. To me, it was merely a castle burdened with years. I felt neither ghost nor devil, only the sense of sadness that most abandoned buildings possess and a spirit of darkness from the deeds done there.

    The voices that rose from the keep were neither devilish or from the past. I saw the gaggle of tinkers emerge from the battered doorway. They saw us at the same instant. There were six of them, three sprightly barefoot children, their parents and a dark-eyed woman with more than the wisdom of years in her glance. Her gaze passed over us until it rested on Christine. Her eyes widened, and she moved quickly to me. I saw her frown, hesitate and lift her chin.

    I walked towards her, knowing she wished me to.

    'Who are you?' She said.

    'I am Brenda Smith,' I told her.

    The lines on her forehead creased into the shape of a horseshoe. 'That is the name you call yourself,' she said, and added: 'you know.'

    'What do I know?' I felt drawn to this unknown woman.

    Her frown dissipated and the expression of her eyes altered to great sadness. 'You do not yet know that you know,' she said. 'Soon you will know.'

    'What will I know?' I asked. 'I am afraid that I don't understand.'

    'One of you understands,' the tinker woman said. 'One of you understands everything.'

    'One of us?' I glanced around the company. Kate had led Christine and Lorna to examine the dungeon while Mary had interrupted a conversion with Charlie to glower at the tinkers. 'Which one of us?'

    Mary stepped towards the tinkers. 'God between you and me, mother,' she said to the old woman.

    'Oh, I'll not harm you,' the tinker woman said. 'You have bigger concerns closer to home. Be careful when you are safe from the big step.'

    'You're talking in riddles, mother,' Mary shook her head.

    'May God help you all,' the tinker woman made a strange sign with her thumb and forefinger, somewhat like a circle. Still watching me, she took hold of the youngest child and hurried away, with her family close behind.

    'I wonder what that was all about.' I said.

    'Strange people the tinkers,' Mary told me. 'They like to unsettle people by pretending knowledge they don't possess. Some say they are descended from the old broken clans. Others think they are far older, descendants of itinerant metalsmiths from pre-Christian days.'

    'Is that so?' I wished I had the skill to keep the conversation flowing.

    'Back then tinkers were sought after, skilled men. Now?' Mary shrugged. 'The women tell your fortunes, and the men fix broken kettles.'

    'I didn't know the women told fortunes,' I said. 'The only tinkers I see in Edinburgh sell clothes pegs door-to-door.'

    'Oh, yes they tell fortunes. Some are said to be able to see into the future. They claim second sight, that sort of thing.'

    I was about to prolong the conversation when Kate decided to assert her leadership. 'We've had about enough of this place,' Kate said. 'Come on, girls!'

    We followed her, as we always did, as everybody always did. Kate was like that; she was a natural leader. People may like her or loathe her, but they followed her. If she had been a man, she would have been an officer in the army, probably in the Brigade of Guards. I could imagine her leading a battalion over the top and advancing into enemy fire, winning the Victoria Cross and enduring fame. That was our Kate, forthright, domineering, thrusting and perennially successful.

    Piling into our two cars, we roared away, leaving the tinkers alone in the castle. I could still feel that woman's eyes on me, and for a few moments, I wondered what she had meant. Then I forgot about her. More important things lay ahead.

    Kate drove the leading vehicle of course; her Vauxhall Velox Tourer was a two-seater beauty that kicked up the dust that we in the second car had to drive through. Kate had Christine at her side while the remaining four of us squeezed into an ex-army Crossley 20/25 that had seen hard service in France even before Lorna brought it onto these twisting Highland roads.

    'Poor Christine,' Mary said, 'sharing with Kate. She'll hardly get a word in edgeways.'

    'They were at school together,' Lorna reminded. 'Christine will be used to her.'

    'Poor Christine,' I echoed, but nobody replied. I relapsed into my habitual silence and wondered why I had come. As we headed west and then south through the most glorious scenery imaginable, we watched the magnificent mountains rise and envelop us with the grey-white mists that flowed over them.

    'The Norse thought these hills were gods,' Mary nearly had to shout above the noise of the engine as it laboured on the rises.

    'They look like gods,' Charlie spoke from behind me. 'Male gods, arrogant and domineering, thrusting themselves upon the landscape, bearded with mist, rough and pretty useless.'

    We laughed and enjoyed the majesty of the scenery.

    'I wonder what An Cailleach is like,' Lorna spoke from the driver's seat. 'Is it like Suilven? Is it jagged and rocky?'

    'We'll soon find out,' I said.

    'It's like none of these hills,' Mary said. 'An Cailleach is a hill unto itself. It's unique.'

    'Have you seen it?' Charlie had her pencil poised above her notebook. 'Have you been there?'

    'No and no,' Mary tossed her bobbed auburn hair. 'I have heard about it.' She was silent for a few moments before she added. 'Family stories passed down from generation to generation.'

    I knew Mary did not wish to say more. Kate's Velox was pulling ahead, so Lorna double declutched, changed gear and stamped down on the accelerator, roaring us over the road and frightening a group of sheep that scampered into the surrounding heather.

    'You'll never catch her,' Charlie had her notebook open and was sketching the tail of the Velox, as seen through a cloud of dust. 'She's far too fast.'

    'I'm not trying to catch her,' Lorna shouted. 'I'm only trying to keep her in sight! It seems like the only proper thing to do as she knows where we're going!'

    As we approached the Strathnasealg Inn, a thin smirr of mist eased over us, embracing the body of the car and smothering our view of the surrounding hills. Our headlights reflected back to us in a dim yellow glow, so even Kate was forced to slow to a modest forty miles an hour. To my imaginative mind, it seemed as if Sutherland was pressing down on us, trying to drive us away. We were southern intruders into this northern land, English speakers in the Gaeltacht, Lowland women with long skirts and lipstick in a land where hardiness was required even to survive. I kept my thoughts to myself and tried to appear cheerful.

    'Come on girls,' I said. 'We're on holiday, and we're about to make history. Let's chase away the mist with a song.'

    There was silence for a few moments until Mary said, 'how about some music, ladies?'

    Somebody began with It's a long way to Tipperary until Lorna shuddered.

    'Not that one,' she said. 'Not that one or There's a Long Long Trail a-winding either.'

    'How about Roaming in the Gloaming?' Charlie asked and began singing. We all joined in right away, with Roaming followed by I'm Forever Blowing Bubbles, A Good Man is Hard to Find, Swanee and Look for the Silver Lining.

    We were still singing when we rolled up outside the Strathnasealg Inn. Kate parked head on to the front door with the twin beams of her headlights boring into the windows, while Lorna turned neatly and reversed beside the Velox, ready to drive away. Only a pair of oystercatchers disturbed the sudden silence when both engines were cut.

    'Well, here we are,' Charlie packed away her notebook and pencil. 'Let the great adventure begin.'

    I had never been to the Strathnasealg Inn before so studied the building and its surroundings before I left the car. The Inn sat within a group of small fields, most of which had been recently harvested to leave stubble on bare brown earth. The Strathnasealg appeared to be a typical Highland hotel, a one-time shooting lodge built in late Victorian times in the Scottish Baronial style with dormer windows overlooking the views on all sides. More like a castle than an Inn, it shrugged off the mist that the westerly wind encouraged to drift across its splendid towers. Lights glowed inside, revealing a vast bar decorated with stags' heads and a gaudy tartan carpet.

    'We're here!' Kate announced her arrival by hooting her car horn. 'Porters! We have luggage!'

    'That will make us popular,' Mary murmured. 'For God's sake, shut up, Katie!'

    A young freckle-faced man acted as porter, grinning as he lifted the first two bags of Katy's luggage and promising to return for the rest.

    'I'll carry my own,' Charlie growled.

    'Follow me, girls,' Kate commanded, and we trooped into the Inn.

    A group of tweed-clad men in the bar turned to watch us enter. One muttered 'Good God' and turned away, while another gave us a friendly smile. His eyes were shrewd and shaded. I immediately knew that he had endured much.

    Our rooms were small, decorated in the height of fashion perhaps twenty years previously and without plumbing, none of which mattered when we looked out of the window to see the most glorious vista of hills, sea and moors. I shared my room with Mary, while Lorna and Charlie were next door and Kate and Christine in the best room in the hotel.

    'The bed's not bad,' Mary bounced experimentally. 'A bit creaky perhaps.'

    'I've slept in worse, and it's only for one night.' I changed my travelling clothes into something less comfortable. 'Let's see what the food is like.'

    'Probably vile,' Mary said. 'These Highland inns usually are.'

    Mary was wrong. The Strathnasealg was noted for the quality of its seafood and had added venison and an excellent Aberdeen Angus beef to the locally caught salmon and haddock. I opted for the Cullen skink soup to go with my saddle of mutton and finished with a glass of what was meant to be a fine French wine. I was somewhat doubtful about both the adjective and the geographical origin but dutifully swallowed it down. I was not too happy about the quality of the bread either, although as nobody else complained, I kept my tongue still.

    'Shall we repair to the lounge, ladies?' Kate invited. We all knew that ladies would not frequent such a place yet we liked to shock and followed Kate into that sacred domain of men.

    The smell of expensive pipe tobacco and whisky wrapped around us the second we pushed open the double multi-paned doors. The carpet underfoot was faded Black Watch tartan, while glassy-eyed deer-heads stared at us from their position on the walls. As the Strathnasealg was a climbing inn, the company was mixed and exclusively masculine. As well as the hirsute locals with their ubiquitous black-and-white collie dogs and silent gazes there was a plethora of mountaineers and hill walkers all intent on maps and routes and serious discussions of past glories and future conquests. The advent of half a dozen of the fairer sex certainly unsettled their private little kingdom.

    While Kate requisitioned a table and its attendant chairs, Charlie strolled to the bar. The eyes of every man in the room followed her, most disapproving, either of her very short hair or her presence in their world. The man who had smiled at us when we entered the Inn watched musingly, stroking his military moustache. His companions did not mute their comments.

    'Good God, they've let women in here.'

    'Don't they know this is a climbing inn?'

    'They must be in the wrong place, surely.'

    'It's bad enough granting them the vote without having to share the bar with them.'

    Sudden blindness seemed to strike the barman when Charlie pinged the little brass bell for his attention.

    'I say! Custom!' Charlie shouted until the barman shambled up as if reluctant to take her money. He stared at Charlie as she ordered a bottle of the house wine.

    'We don't have wine,' he said.

    'What do you stock?' Charlie kept her tone reasonable.

    'Whisky.'

    'Excuse me, ladies.' Kate pushed herself up from her seat at our table and sauntered to Charlie's side. 'The inn serves wine for meals,' she said. 'I am sure you could pop through and find some for your customers.' She presented the barman with her best smile. 'We'll wait here until you return.' Her voice hardened a fraction. 'Off you go now, Alan.'

    The barman's face darkened as the noise in the bar quietened into a tense hush. 'I did not tell you my name.'

    'You are Alan Finlay; you are 26 years old. You were a steward in the Royal Navy in the late war and took this position in June 1920.' Kate pointed to the back of the bar. 'The door there leads to the kitchen and the stairs down to the storeroom are on the left. I presume that's where the hotel holds the wine.'

    Alan looked shaken. 'How do you know that?'

    'My family owns this hotel,' Kate said. 'Off you go.' She turned away to talk to Charlie. The voice of authority had spoken.

    I saw Mary's face darken. 'What's the matter, Mary?'

    'Oh, nothing.' Mary's smile was forced. 'Nothing at all.'

    The taller, saturnine man who came in Alan's place was apparently the manager. 'I did not know you had honoured us with your presence, your Ladyship.'

    'That title belongs to my mother,' Kate said. 'I use the title The Honourable Miss Gordon.'

    'Of course.' The manager gave a little bow and held out a hand. 'I am Maurice Nott. I do so apologise for my barman's inefficiency. Of course, we have wine, and it will be on the house.' His accent was southern English.

    'Thank you, Mr Nott.' Kate accepted the complimentary wine with the ease of long habit.

    'Of course, if I had realised that it was you, I would have served you in person.' Nott gave an obsequious smile that immediately repulsed me. 'Would you permit me to offer my apologies and honour the hotel by accepting my offer of providing free lunches tomorrow?'

    Kate remained polite and aloof. 'Thank you, but we are going off to the hills tomorrow.'

    'Then I shall arrange for a full packed lunch for all your party, Miss Gordon.'

    'That will be acceptable,' Kate said. 'There are six of us, and we intend to be at least three days.'

    Nott bowed again. 'I assure you will enjoy our packed lunches. We grow our own vegetables and grain here and have, I believe, the only rye bread made in Scotland.'

    'Thank you.' Kate remained cool. 'One of my party has a fondness for marmalade.'

    I smiled over at Kate, surprised that she knew my particular tastes.

    'I shall ensure that one packed lunch contains marmalade sandwiches.'

    'Thank you. Dundee marmalade if you have it, and if you could send over a couple of bottles of the house red, that would suit,' Kate said, 'and a couple of bottles of claret.' She returned to our table without a smile. Kate was used to having people jump to obey her.

    'Are you ladies sightseeing?' The man who had smiled limped across to talk to us. About forty years old, with weather-battered features and a strong chin, he seated himself beside us and waved a dismissive hand toward the men in the lounge. 'Don't concern yourselves with them; they are just not used to seeing women in here.'

    'We're the Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineer Club,' Kate told him. 'I am Kathleen Gordon.'

    'Ah,' the man nodded. 'I am Graham Mackenzie. How do you do?' He shook hands with us one-by-one.

    'Christine Brown.' Quiet Christine did not raise her eyes.

    'Mary Ablach.' Direct and to the point, Mary held Mackenzie's gaze.

    'Brenda Smith.' I found his handshake pleasantly firm.

    'Brenda Smith.' Mackenzie gave me a level look. 'You're no stranger here.'

    'I am,' I said. 'I've never been here in my life before.'

    'No?' Mackenzie frowned. 'I'm certain I've seen you before.' He shrugged. 'You must have a twin sister.' His smile was apologetic as I wished that I did have a twin sister.

    'Lorna Menzies.' Lorna opened her mouth as if to speak further and then closed it again.

    'I am Charlie Gunn, Graham.' Charlie gripped Mackenzie's hand.

    'Are you Major Graham Mackenzie who won the Military Cross at Passchendaele?' Lorna asked.

    When Major Mackenzie nodded agreement without any further elaboration, my respect for him increased.

    'You lost your left leg rescuing two of your wounded men,' Lorna said.

    Mackenzie still did not pursue his heroism. 'Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineering Club?' He said, 'it must be the season for active ladies. Catriona, my wife, is sailing around the British Isles even as we speak.' His blue eyes twinkled. 'She should be hereabouts in a week.' I understood that he was informing us of his marital state to reassure us his intentions were innocent. 'We don't get many lady climbers in here. In fact, I think you are the only ladies we have ever had. Are you after a Munro?'

    Sir Hugh Munro had died only two years previously. He was the most famous of Scottish mountaineers, having catalogued and climbed all the Scottish hills over 3000 feet. In respect, all Scottish hills over that height were known as Munros.

    'Not this time,' Kate said. 'We're off on an expedition to conquer the most interesting hill in north-west Scotland.'

    Mackenzie looked immediately interested. 'Tip top! Whither bound? Suilven? Canisp? Stac Polly?' He rattled off a list of the most famous local peaks.

    'Each of these is well worth climbing,' Kate answered for us all. 'But we have a different hill in mind.'

    'Ah, Ben More Assynt then,' Mackenzie nodded. 'A tremendous hill.'

    'No,' Kate said. 'Not Ben More either.'

    'Oh?' Mackenzie raised his bushy eyebrows. He sipped at his whisky, looking eager. 'Where then, if I am not too nosey?'

    'An Cailleach,' Kate told him.

    'An Cailleach? The hill known as the dark mountain?' Mackenzie's smile quickly faded. 'You understand that nobody has ever climbed that hill. It's not even a Munro.'

    'We know,' Charlie said. 'It's only 2,995 feet high, and we don't know for sure that nobody has ever climbed it. There have been attempts.'

    Mackenzie sipped at his whisky. 'As far as I know, Miss Gunn, every attempt failed, either through bad weather or some other reason. The last attempt was in '14.'

    'The Mahoney expedition,' Charlie had her notebook and pencil ready.

    'Exactly. Three men set off to conquer An Cailleach, and nothing was ever heard from them again. With the Great War starting, the news of their disappearance faded from the newspapers, and now they are forgotten.'

    'They are not quite forgotten,' Charlie said. 'We remember them.' She glanced at Kate before she continued. 'Perhaps you could tell us what you know of the Mahoney expedition, Major Mackenzie?'

    'I don't know much,' Mackenzie admitted. 'I was with the Cameron Highlanders at the time, waiting for the balloon to go up. Most of the local men were. I was one of the lucky ones; I came back.'

    'What could you tell us, Major Mackenzie?' Charlie leaned forward in her chair. 'Any little snippet of information could be helpful.'

    Mackenzie signalled for another whisky. 'There were three men in the party,' he said, 'Mike Mahoney was an experienced Irish climber. He learned his trade in Ireland and climbed all over the Alps so a wee Scottish ben should have been nothing more than an afternoon jaunt for him. Maybe he was too casual.'

    'Do you think they fell?' I asked.

    'They must have,' Mackenzie said. The Ceathramh Garbh, the Rough Quarter is a bad place for a fall, with no roads, no shepherds or even shooting parties. There's nothing out there except rock and bog, nearly perennial mist and the wind.'

    'Tell me all you can, please,' Charlie asked.

    Mackenzie smiled. 'Now don't go scaring yourselves, ladies, I'm sure you'll be fine. Mahoney had two companions whose names I have forgotten. They stayed here, at this inn, overnight some time at the end of July 1914, crossed over to the peninsula on which the dark mountain, An Cailleach, sits and were never seen again.'

    'Has anybody tried to look for them?' Charlie had been scribbling notes in her small leather covered pad.

    'Most of the local men were in the war, either in the Army or at sea,' Mackenzie said. 'The few that returned had other things on their minds, anyway by that time it was far too late.'

    'Have there not been other climbing parties since the war?' Charlie asked.

    Mackenzie shook his head. 'Not for An Cailleach. It's not popular with anybody and not worth the trouble to climb.'

    'Why is that?'

    Mackenzie nodded his thanks as the barman refilled his glass. 'It's an ugly lump of a hill with a bad reputation. The Mahoney party was only the latest of many attempts that were either beaten back by bad weather or had an accident. The eastern and southeastern face has bogland and mist while the western face is cliff rising sheer from the sea.' Mackenzie lifted his hand as an elderly man entered the room. 'Here's Duncan Og, young Duncan, he knows about the hill more than I do.'

    Duncan Og looked about ninety with deep lines seaming his brown face and only the bright twinkle in his eyes revealing the spirit that still lay within. 'Oh, there are plenty stories about An Cailleach,' he confirmed. 'It's a hill better avoided than attempted and I don't know why you young ladies want to go there at all. I could tell you about broken legs and broken heads on that black hill, going back fifty years.'

    'Has anybody ever climbed it?' Kate asked. 'I heard it was unconquered.'

    'It is a virgin summit,' Duncan Og confirmed. 'Nobody has got to the top and nobody ever shall.'

    'We'll be first,' Charlie said. 'An all-woman team will conquer Scotland's last unclimbed hill.'

    It was then that I saw her. In a room where our climbing club was the only female presence, I saw another woman. I did not know who she was, or when she had entered. I only knew that she was standing in the midst of the men watching me.

    'You may well conquer An Cailleach,' Duncan Og was drinking whisky from what looked to be a half pint tumbler. 'Or you may not. An Cailleach has her own rules and chooses who she allows onto her flanks.'

    'Her own rules?' Charlie hooked her claws on the sexuality of the word. 'An Cailleach is a mountain, a lump of rock. It is neither a he nor a she.'

    Duncan Og smiled from beyond his glass. 'An Cailleach is more than a lump of rock, Miss Gunn. All mountains have a distinct personality. Some are friendly, and welcome visitors, others are unfriendly and do not wish to be disturbed. These are the hills you must treat with respect and ask their permission before you tread on them. An Cailleach is one of these hills, and she is undoubtedly a woman.'

    'Why?' Charlie's voice cracked like a pistol. 'Are you saying An Cailleach is unfriendly so must be a woman?'

    Duncan Og's smile did not falter. His eyes were diamond-bright as he examined Charlie. I wondered what sort of man he had been in his prime and thought of the old Highland warriors and mercenaries. 'I am not saying that at all, Miss Gunn. Now listen while I tell you the story of An Cailleach.'

    I saw Kate fidget in her chair and guessed that she was about to chase this elderly man away. 'Yes, please Mr Og,' I intervened. 'I do like to hear a good story.' That other woman was gone. I had not seen her move, and nobody had commented on her presence. I wondered if I had imagined seeing her. She had been vaguely familiar, although from where I could not say.

    Duncan Og glanced meaningfully at his glass and Mackenzie signalled the barman to have it refilled. 'Have you heard of the Badenoch witches?'

    Rather than admit that I had, I solemnly shook my head. Encouraged, Duncan Og sipped at his recharged glass and continued.

    'Away back when the world was young, Lord Walter Comyn was a wicked bad man. He owned the lands of Badenoch and had the power of pit and gallows over all the men and women who lived there. One autumn he had the idea that all the young women of Ruthven should be stark naked at the harvest.'

    I looked over to Charlie, hiding my smile at her expected frown of disapproval. She shook her head, writing furiously in her notebook.

    'I take it he paid for his lust,' I said.

    Duncan Og chuckled. 'Oh, he paid all right. Naturally, the mothers of the young women were angry at Lord Walter's choice of entertainment.'

    'I should say so,' Charlie said.

    'If Lord Walter had known his tenants better, he would have known that the mothers of two of the girls were witches, who did not like their daughters to display their charms for a man, powerful landowner or not. The two mothers turned themselves into eagles and waited for Lord Walter. As he came to the ford over the River Tromie in Badenoch, they swooped on him, knocked him off his horse at Leum na Feinne, and ate him while he was still alive.'

    Charlie nodded approval. 'Good. That's what the old lecher deserved.'

    'Now,' Duncan Og chuckled and lifted a finger from his glass. 'The story of the Badenoch witches is well known. What happened afterwards is not known at all.'

    I followed what was evidently a cue. 'What happened afterwards?'

    Duncan Og took his time, as master storytellers do. 'The witches knew that killing Lord Walter would invoke revenge. They had to hide somewhere, so while one witch returned home to Badenoch, the other flew up here. Both became mountains and both were called An Cailleach.' Duncan Og leaned back in his seat.

    We were all watching him, trying to reconcile our modern world with this ancient tale of witchcraft and folklore.

    'Tell them what An Cailleach means,' Mary had been listening intently. 'And don't pretend it's Dark Mountain, that's just a nickname.'

    'An Cailleach is Gaelic for the old woman or the hag,' Duncan Og was smiling over the lip of his glass. 'You may already know that a hag is another word for a witch.' His smile faded, and for a second I saw darkness in his bright old eyes. 'I'd advise you to ask An Cailleach's permission before you try to climb her. When I gave the Mahoney party that same advice, they laughed, and they have not been seen since.'

    I heard Kate's sudden intake of breath, and for some reason, a shiver ran through me. Anybody who ventures onto the Scottish hills must be aware of the danger. The weather can change from summer to winter in a heartbeat and a slope that is dry and safe one minute could be a rushing torrent before one can blink. Yet I knew that Duncan Og was not warning us about the weather. That wise, wrinkled old man knew of more profound and darker dangers than mere gales and storms.

    That other woman was back, invisible in plain sight as she stood among the unaware men. At her side stooped a white-haired man with a benevolent expression on his face and the most kindly eyes. When he gave me a very old-fashioned bow, I nodded back. Kate said something, I grunted my agreement, and when I turned to the old man, he was gone. Tomorrow we were going to An Cailleach. Tomorrow we were going to shake hands with the Hag. Some inner dread told me that we were not going alone.
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    We gathered outside the Inn at six the next morning with the sun not yet up and a fresh westerly breeze bringing the tang of Atlantic salt. Our voices sounded hollow as we hoisted our rucksacks, stamped our boots on the gravel and tapped our sticks to hear the sound. Kate had one of our two maps and checked us all for equipment as if we were novices on our first trip to the hills.

    'You all have your boots?' She looked downward. 'Well nailed and sturdy I hope? How about you, Christine, let me see.'

    Christine dutifully lifted her boots while Kate inspected the soles and heels.

    'The walker who essays a long hill walk without nailed boots is a fool,' Kate said. 'She doubles her fatigue and is putting herself in danger.' She looked at me and gave a grin that revealed something of her true self behind the swagger. 'I read that in a guidebook once, and I've been waiting to use it ever since.'

    We laughed, although I am not sure why. Kate could do that to us. One moment she was hectoring and badgering, the next she was the finest friend you could ever have, and you knew she would do her very best for everybody.

    'Head coverings, girls!' Kate continued. 'Something woollen and waterproof.'

    We dutifully held up our assortment of hats and caps. I favoured a thick woollen cap comforter that I had bought in a pawn shop in Edinburgh's Royal Mile. Khaki and warm, I supposed that some soldier had worn it in the trenches and pawned it when he returned from the fighting to find himself unemployed and unwanted. Kipling has the rights of it with his: 'special train for Atkins' in wartime and 'chuck him out, the brute' as soon as the guns fall silent. That goes for Jock, Paddy and Taff as well of course and no doubt Johnny Gurkha and the splendid Indian soldiers. Well, at least I had benefitted from the government's cynical disregard for the men who had fought for its existence.

    'Sweaters?' Kate poked at us. 'You know that I recommend Shetland wool.'

    I wore a heavy ribbed jumper I had knitted myself, in a fashionable shade of khaki to match my hat. Every wool shop in Edinburgh carried surplus khaki wool since the war ended. It was the cheapest buy imaginable.

    Kate held up her hands. 'I wear mittens up the hills. Do we all have gloves?'

    'Yes, Kate' we chorused, with Christine lifting hers in the air in proof.

    'Ropes, pitons and hammers?'

    We held up our climbing equipment.

    Kate nodded. 'I can see the rucksacks and sticks. Does everyone have a compass in case we get lost?'

    Some of us had a compass. I carried one, as did Lorna and Christine. Charlie and Mary did not.

    'A compass is no good on An Cailleach,' Mary said. 'It is a magnetic hill and distorts the readings.'

    'I didn't know that,' Lorna said.

    'Nonsense!' Kate was more emphatic. 'You should always carry a compass.'

    By that time, faces filled the windows as the other walkers and climbers watched us depart. A party of women going to the hills was not usual. We made the most of it, keeping our backs straight and laughing as if attempting An Cailleach was nothing to us. We all wore long tweed skirts except for Charlie, who scandalised the watchers with her male attire and short-cut hair. Charlie was like that; she loved to prove her equality to any man in every way possible.

    Kate continued with her habitual lecture. 'The earlier we start, the better as every hour before noon is worth two in the afternoon. Walk at a steady pace, girls, and short rests. Rushing and resting lead to fatigue.'

    'Yes, Kate,' we chorused.

    'Has everybody got plenty of food?'

    'Yes, Kate.' I felt like a school girl rather than a woman fast approaching twenty-five.

    'We will eat little and often. Luckily the hotel has been generous in supplying us.' Kate looked at us, her girls. 'On we go then.' She lifted her staff in the air. 'Success to the Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineering Club!'

    'Success to the Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineering Club!' We shouted, hoping to disturb the equanimity of the watching males.

    With our preparations complete, we stomped away from the Inn and onto the rough road that led to the coast. Seagulls screamed overhead, and a pair of oystercatchers whistled to each other as they flew together.

    'I like oystercatchers,' Mary said. 'They mate for life. In Gaelic, they are Gillebridean, the guides of St Bride.' She watched them fly past. 'They are the most beautiful birds.'

    I agreed. I always had felt an affinity for birds and wildlife. It was another of the reasons I turned to the hills. 'How about you?' I pushed for a conversation.

    'What do you mean, “how about me?” ' Mary looked confused; as well she might as she had not been privy to my thoughts.

    'What draws you to the hills?'

    We marched on as we spoke, with our boots echoing on the road and kicking up the occasional stone. Drystane dykes surrounded the small fields we passed, with shaggy cattle and equally rough black-faced sheep grazing the rough grass. One or two cows lifted their heads to watch us pass.

    'I was never a city girl,' Mary said. 'Although I was born in Edinburgh, I never felt that I belonged there.' She lifted her head to the grey lagging dawn. 'Every chance I got, I was way up Arthur's Seat or some other open area. Oh, the trouble I got into for that!' She smiled across at me. 'I won't tell you what my mother said. You can guess!'

    'I can guess,' I agreed. The sun peeped its head between a cleft in the hills behind us, welcoming a new day. I stopped to admire the view. After the confines of Edinburgh, the openness of the far North West spread before us, soothing with space, embracing with keen air.

    'There's the sun, now.' Mary took off her headscarf and turned to the east. She mumbled something in Gaelic.

    'What was that?' I asked.

    'It's an old blessing my mother taught me,' Mary said. 'In English, it runs like this:

     
      
       
       ‘Glory to thee

       Thou glorious sun

       glory to thee, thou sun

       Face of the God of life.'

      

     

    

    I listened, 'that's lovely.'

    'It's very old,' Mary stood on the road, allowing the sun to warm her. 'It predates Christianity.'

    'Sun worship?' I asked.

    'I imagine so,' Mary said. 'A lot of nonsense of course,' she laughed depreciatingly.

    'I don't think it's nonsense,' I defended Mary from herself.

    'It doesn't fit in modern life,' Mary sounded uncomfortable as if I had caught her out in some guilty secret. 'Not with motor cars and factories and railway trains. We've moved past all that sort of thing.'

    I looked around at the emerging panorama of hills, sky and fields, and felt the hint of salt in the air from the nearby Atlantic Ocean. 'Have we?'

    Mary looked sideways at me, opened her mouth as if to speak and closed it again.

    'Come on, girls!' Kate's voice interrupted us. 'We'll change here!'

    Kate had stopped in the shelter of a ruined cottage, with a single gable end still standing and the rest a rickle of stones that preserved the outline of what had once been somebody's home. We hurried to join her.

    'Skirts off, trousers on and off we go!' Kate was jubilant as she stripped off her coat, unfastened her skirt and took off her boots. She stood in her underwear as she opened her rucksack to pull out a pair of tweed trousers. We followed her lead so for a few moments any passer-by would have the possibly delightful view of six young women standing bare-legged and partially undressed as we struggled into heavy trousers.

    As I took off my boots, I felt the ground under my feet. It was friendly as if it welcomed me. Warm waves rose from the earth, through the soles of my feet and up my legs to spread through my entire body. I had never experienced anything quite like it before.

    'Can you feel that?' I asked Mary.

    'Can I feel what?' Mary looked confused.

    'A warmth,' I tried to explain. 'It's like a wave of heat coming up from the ground.'

    Mary shook her head. 'I can't feel anything.' Bending over, she placed the palm of her hand on the bare earth. 'It's cold if anything.'

    I noticed Charlie watching us, her eyes fixed on Mary. 'I must be mistaken,' I said.

    Mary threw me a curious look as she straightened up. 'Yes, you must. It's freezing.'

    Charlie was still watching Mary, narrow-eyed and lips pursed.

    'You'd better get your trousers on,' I said, 'before you catch your death.'

    'Pack your skirts, girls,' Kate ordered. 'We'll need them when we return to the Inn as the first people to conquer An Cailleach.'

    'This expedition is your idea, isn't it?' Charlie asked Kate as we pulled on our rucksacks and headed down the final stretch of road toward the ford. 'Why are you so interested in this particular hill, Kate?'

    For the first time in the two years I had known her, Kate looked uneasy. 'Is this for your magazine article, Charlotte?'

    'Writing is my job,' Charlie said. 'When you told the club about your plans for this expedition I asked my editor if he was interested in an article. He agreed.'

    We continued to walk along the increasingly rough track. The fields on either side gave way to a belt of open moorland, dotted with patches of reeds that revealed peat bog. A whaup passed overhead, its curved beak down-pointing. Behind us, the Sutherland Hills were freeing themselves from the mists of dawn. Ahead was the scent of damp heather and seaweed, the surge of the sea and the sound of seabirds.

    'My editor would be interested in your motivation for this particular mountain.' Charlie continued.

    'My reasons are my own concern,' Kate was unusually curt.

    'Well, my reasons are transparent. I'm coming here to write an article,' Charlie said. 'And, just as importantly, I want to be part of an all-woman expedition to achieve something that men have failed to do.'

    'You suffragette, you,' I tried to install humour into what could develop into an ugly confrontation.

    'Rightly and proudly,' Charlie turned her attention to me.

    'I won't argue with that,' I gave her my brightest smile as she produced her notebook.

    'As Kate is reluctant, Brenda, tell me why you joined this expedition.'

    'I like hill-walking,' I told part of the truth. 'And I like the wild places.' I also sought friendship, but she was not writing that into an article.

    'Are you proud to be attempting a hill that no male has climbed?' Charlie pursued her theme.

    'I did not know that we would be first until yesterday,' I confessed. 'It will be good to be first up a new summit.'

    'Would you agree that conquering An Cailleach will add proof that women are every bit as good as men?' Charlie asked.

    I shook my head, deliberately provocative. 'Not in the slightest,' I said as Charlie looked up, pencil poised above her notebook and a frown developing on her face. I allowed her a few moments to consider my answer. 'We don't need proof for something that should be self-evident.' I gave her meat for her article. 'During the Great War, women stepped into men's roles, worked in factories, gave the Glasgow landlords the right-about-turn, won the right to vote, drove ambulances, looked after farms and still brought up families.' I saw Charlie's frown change into a much more attractive smile. 'Tell me any man that could produce a child and I will agree that they are equal to us.'

    The track curved and dipped, with puddles of muddy water underfoot and the sound of rushing water increasing.

    'We're nearing the ford,' Kate said. 'Now everybody gather round, and I'll give you a geography lesson.'

    We dutifully obeyed. Mary winked at Charlie, who kept her notebook to hand, Lorna appeared to be in a trance, as if her mind was many miles away, while Christine did as she was told.

    'I've told you all this before,' Kate unfolded her map and pinned down the corners with rocks. 'We are here,' she stabbed down with her finger, 'and An Cailleach is here.' She stabbed again. 'As you see, An Cailleach dominates an empty peninsula, the very one we will see once this early morning mist lifts.'

    We laughed at that, as Kate had intended.

    'The sea is on three sides, and there is only a tiny neck of land connecting the peninsula to the mainland. Even that neck is mostly underwater, with an extensive bog stretching across most and a river running through the bog.'

    We looked closer at the map, trying to get our tongues around the Gaelic names.

    'Allt an loin,' Lorna said. 'I wonder what that means.'

    'Burn of the marsh,' Mary said at once. 'Most Gaelic place names are very descriptive. They tell things as they are.'

    'Allt an loin,' Kate said. 'It starts here,' she pointed to a point high inland, 'and gushes down to the low country, and then gets a bit lost in the bog.'

    'It's not lost,' Mary said. 'It's there all right, but the peat hags and high bankings will hide it. People used to call the peninsula Ceathramh Garbh, the Rough Quarter or the Rough Bounds.' She tapped her stick on a nearby rock. 'It has small areas of great fertility and other areas that are bleak and bare and stark beyond imagination.'

    'Have you been here before?' Kate's voice was sharp.

    'No,' Mary shook her head.

    'Well then, you know less than me. I have studied this area.' Kate's look would have shattered glass.

    'Oh, do carry on, Kathleen.' Sarcasm laced Mary's voice.

    'There is no bridge across Allt an loin,' Kate's voice was edged, 'but there is a ford at the end of this track.' She looked around to ensure we were all paying attention. 'There used to be a Fordswoman there, somebody who carried travellers across. Nowadays we are left to our own devices, and Shank's Pony must suffice.'

    I envisaged a woman waiting at the ford, hitching up her plaid and carrying people one at a time. I could see her face, red-skinned with exposure, and feel the strength of her brawny arms.

    'Once we are across,' Kate interrupted my reverie, 'we have a few miles to tramp before we reach the hill itself.' She glanced upward. 'Hopefully, the sun will burn off this mist and then we will see our route better.'

    I studied the map, not for the first time. 'An Cailleach seems quite a straightforward climb,' I said. 'I'm surprised that nobody has conquered it before.'

    'It's the weather,' Kate spoke with authority. 'It can change in minutes here.'

    Lorna peered into the shredding mist. 'Does anybody live over there?'

    'Not now,' Mary said. 'There used to be a clachan and summer shielings.'

    'I'm not surprised they left,' Charlie said. 'There's nothing here.'

    'People lived there for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years,' Mary continued as if Charlie had not spoken. 'Until the Clearances.'

    I heard the resentment in Mary's voice and decided not to probe further. We were here to climb a hill, not to recount bitter history. 'Well, we're here now,' I kept my voice deliberately bright. 'Or we will be once we cross the ford.'

    'We'll cross the ford to the peninsula today,' Kate told us, 'tramp up the foothills and we'll shelter at the base of An Cailleach. There's a place called Clach Dhion, the Shelter Stone or Shelter Rock.' She graced us with her smile, daring Mary to challenge.

    'Look,' Lorna the practical pointed ahead. 'The mist is lifting.'

    We all looked up. Usually, mist dissipates slowly, either blown away by the wind or burned off by the sun. This mist was different. One minute it smothered the peninsula and the next if swept upwards as if an invisible hand was hauling it to heaven. An Cailleach revealed herself to us.

    I do not know what I expected, perhaps something as spectacular as Suilven, as graceful as Schiehallion or as majestic as Ben Nevis. An Cailleach was neither of these. She was a great, graceless lump of a hill with neither shape nor form, yet she dominated the peninsula and glowered at the world as if challenging everybody and everything. She was indeed like an old witch, I thought, secure in her own power and ready to strike at all who opposed her. She? I realised that I had personified the hills and accepted Duncan Og's opinion of her femininity.

    'That is an ugly hill.' Lorna sounded disappointed. 'No wonder it's not on the main climbing menu.'

    'We'll be the first to conquer her.' Kate had not lost any of her enthusiasm. 'Our names will be known in the climbing world.'

    I stared at An Cailleach. There was something about her that other hills did not have. I could not put my finger on it. I just knew that this hill was different. 'I don't know if she is ugly,' I said. 'There's something there.'

    Christine looked sideways at me as Mary repeated my word: 'Something?'

    'Yes,' I said. 'There is an appeal as if this hill is inviting us to come over, or perhaps daring us to try. Shall we seek her permission, as Duncan Og suggested?'

    Charlie tapped her stick on the ground. 'Don't be daft, Brenda. Anyway, a hill named after a woman will want women to climb it,' she said and laughed. 'Come on ladies!'

    I lagged behind a little until Kate led the rest in a boot thumping advance, and then bent my head toward An Cailleach. I don't know what possessed me as I mumbled. 'I crave your permission to climb you, An Cailleach.'

    Naturally, the hill did not reply. Great humps of granite do not respond to a silly request, and only Christine noticed what I had done. She gave me a small, quiet smile as I re-joined the others. I did not mind Christine observing my idiosyncrasies for she would not say anything and even if she did, Kate would soon blast her into silence.

    We were quite cheerful as we strode on, with Kate humming some American jazz tune and Mary singing a Gaelic air. 'Kisimuil's Galley,' she said, fingering the blue crystal stone around her neck as she translated the words into English for our benefit.

     
      
       
       'High from the Ben a Hayich

       On a day of days

       Seaward I gaz'd,

       Watching Kishmul's galley sailing.

       O hio huo faluo!'

      

     

    

    'Written by a woman, bard to MacNeil of Barra,' Charlie said at once. 'There's the ford, ladies!'

    The track wound down to a level area where the burn spread out in rippling water. A pair of rowan trees marked the start of the ford on this side, while across the water a large rock, surprisingly smooth, indicated the other side.

    'That's the Bore Stone' Mary said. 'I don't know why it carries that name.'

    'The ford looks easy enough,' Christine glanced at Kate before speaking and then pointed with her stick. 'There's somebody already there.'

    'It's an old woman,' Lorna said.

    'That'll be the witch.' Christine gave a short laugh and stopped when Kate threw her a look.

    'She's doing her washing,' Charlie shook her head. 'Aye, send out the woman to wash in the wee small hours. I bet her husband is still lying in bed.'

    'Oh,' Mary stepped back, suddenly pale. 'A washerwoman at the ford.'

    'Yes,' I said.

    'Don't you know what that means?' Mary asked.

    'It means that her clothes are dirty.' Lorna said.

    'No,' Mary looked shaken. 'I wish it did. I have to see.'

    I accompanied Mary as she hurried across a belt of splashing moorland to where the woman knelt by the side of the burn, banging the clothes on a rock and squeezing them dry. As she worked she chanted in Gaelic: 'Si do leine, 'si do leine ta mi migheadh.'

    Mary clutched my arm. 'Brenda!'

    'What is it, Mary?' Even although she wore antique Highland clothing that covered her from head to foot, I could see the woman was ancient and so thin she was gaunt, nearly skeletal. She did not look up as she continued to squeeze and pound her washing. 'This woman scares you.'

    'Yes,' Mary said. 'Look at the washing. What is that woman washing?'

    I did as Mary asked. 'Nothing I have seen before. Lengths of white linen.'

    'Shrouds.' Mary stepped away. 'Do you know what the woman is saying?'

    'I don't speak Gaelic,' I said.

    'She is saying: “Tis thy shroud, tis thy shroud that I am washing.” '

    'Shrouds?' I was slow-thinking that morning. 'I don't understand. Shroud for what?'

    Mary's voice was strained. 'Shrouds such as are used for the dead. Grave shrouds.'

    'Oh, I see.' I said without understanding. 'There are five shrouds.'

    'Five of us will die.' Mary took a deep breath. 'There is a shroud for five of us. That woman is the Bean-nighe, the Washer at the Ford. People who are about to die meet her washing their shrouds.'

    I laughed. I could do nothing else. 'That's nonsense. That is ancient superstitious nonsense Mary, and you know it as well as I do. We are modern women in the 20th century for goodness sake. This is 1921, not 921. We don't believe that sort of thing now.' I gave her a hug. 'It's only a woman washing clothes.'

    I felt her shaking. 'Take a deep breath, Mary.'

    'You're right of course.' Mary's smile was weak. 'It's only an old lady doing her washing.' We ignored the washerwoman's chanting and joined the others at the ford, with the water rippling at the roots of the rowan trees and sparkling under the morning sun. I looked over to the washerwoman. She was no longer there. I had not seen her move.

    'I love these trees,' Christine said. 'These berries are so red!'

    'It's a rowan,' Mary was speaking to tear her mind away from the washerwoman. 'In the olden days, people believed that rowan trees kept away fairies and witches. They used to hang rowan branches above barns, wear necklaces of red rowan berries and carry rowan crosses.'

    I deliberately laughed. 'What strange ideas people used to have back in the old days. Here,' reaching up, I broke off a small branch. 'Here's some rowan wood.' My scarf was of Royal Stuart tartan, all bright colours. Unravelling a length of red wool, I snapped the twig into two unequal lengths and tied it in the shape of a small cross. 'There you are, Mary. You can pretend that you believe in that sort of thing.'

    Although Mary laughed with me, I saw her place the cross inside her rucksack and touch the blue stone that hung around her neck. She had not yet recovered from her superstitious scare with the washerwoman.

    'I hate walking in wet boots,' Kate had been too preoccupied with being Kate to notice anything else. 'I'd advise we all wade across the ford barefoot.'

    When I dipped my hand in the ford, the water was only a few degrees above freezing. We removed our boots and stockings and rolled up our trouser legs. 'This is where skirts score over trousers,' Lorna said. 'They are much easier to hitch up.'

    'First to cross the ford,' Kate shouted as she plunged in. 'By George it's cold!' Her voice seemed to echo in the suddenly still air as if somebody had repeated them. I looked around, wondering if the washerwoman had returned. There was nobody else there.

    I am imagining things, I told myself. That's Mary's ghost stories getting to me. All the same, I touched the rowan tree for luck. On an impulse, I broke off a small twig and stuffed it inside my rucksack. I knew I was being silly, but sometimes circumstances circumvent one's rational thoughts.

    Up ahead, An Cailleach waited, with a mantle of grey mist hiding her face.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER THREE


      

     

    

   

    
    We were laughing again as we waded thigh deep through the ford. Kate was first across, with Lorna second and then Charlie. I would have been next but stopped to help Mary, who stumbled over a loose stone, recovered and scrambled ashore at the Bore Stone, with Christine at her side. In the event, I was last, padding ashore on the mud as a gust of wind rocked a circling buzzard high above.

    'Here we are,' Kate balanced against the Bore Stone to dry her feet and put on her stockings and boots. 'We've reached the ceathramh garbh.' Her Gaelic pronunciation was perfect, being Kate.

    'We have,' Lorna agreed.

    'It feels as if we're on the edge of the world,' Charlie said.

    I did not agree. I thought the peninsula was quite welcoming, with that same sensation of warmth as soon as I placed my bare feet on the thin soil. An Cailleach dominated the entire area, with the sun speckling the east-facing slope, revealing deep gulleys down which gushed the white thread of burns. Nearer to us, the ground was surprisingly fertile, with some lush pastures running in long strips and a scattering of nettles, which is always a sign of good soil.

    'I like it here,' I said. I did not expect a reply.

    'No time to waste. I want to reach the Shelter Rock and get all settled in by evening, ready for an early start.' Kate gave her usual infectious grin. 'I want to be on the summit at noon tomorrow and back down to the Shelter Rock before dark.'

    'Why that route?' Lorna asked. 'We could go up the west face, it is steeper but nothing we haven't done before. We could be up and back in one day rather than two.'

    'I chose this route,' Kate's smile immediately dropped. 'It's the one we will follow.'

    Lorna jerked a thumb over her shoulder. 'Look behind you.'

    We all looked. Two men were splashing over the ford with a third a few yards behind.

    'They won't go the slow route,' Lorna said. 'They'll go straight up the west face and get to the summit first.'

    'They're heading into foul weather,' Charlie nodded to the black clouds that gathered behind us. 'I don't know where that came from.'

    'The weather here makes up its own mind,' Mary said. 'It's uncanny.' I was glad to see her smile after her scare with the washerwoman. 'This area has its own climate.'

    'It's only the combination of sea and mountains,' Lorna said. 'Here are these two men coming up now.'

    The leading men waved their sticks to us, striding over the rough track. I could not see the third man.

    'Don't wave back,' Kate ordered. 'Come on. Walk away.' She led on without another word, long-legged as she left the track and headed for the north-east face. As always, we hurried after her. I looked back. Two men were watching us. The third must have lagged behind.

    This relatively level area of the peninsula had once been cultivated, with traces of the old field boundaries and dense patches of nettles. As Kate stormed ahead, Mary was looking around with a frown on her face. I saw her mouth working, and twice she dashed the back of her hand across her eyes as though to wipe away a tear.

    'Brenda,' Christine's voice was so low I had to strain to hear her.

    'Hello, Christine.'

    'Do you believe that old man's story about the witches?'

    'Not a bit of it,' I said.

    Christine was quiet for a few minutes as our boots thumped rhythmically on the ground.

    'Have you ever heard of the Reverend Robert Kirk?'

    'No,' I gave my brightest smile. 'That question came out of the blue. Should I have heard of him? Who was he?'

    'He was a Gaelic scholar and a bit of an eccentric,' Christine said.

    'Christine!' Kate shouted. 'Come here!'

    'Excuse me,' Christine gave an apologetic nod of her head. 'We'll talk later.' She scurried away, leaving me wondering what on earth she had been talking about. I plodded on, with my rucksack and attendant gear weighing heavily on my back.

    Half an hour after we left the ford, the rain arrived. It started as a drizzle, a grey misery that seeped across the desolate landscape and gradually increased to a steady rain. Bracken had encroached on what track there had once been, and we pushed through the dripping fronds, grumbling at the wet. We slowed down as the ground steepened and then levelled out to a small plateau. This late in the season, the bloom on the heather had faded, but I the yellow blink of a small tormentil flower was a cheering sight, and the pink blossom heads of lousewort reminded that summer was not long past.

    Head down against the rain, Kate stumbled over something, recovered and stumbled again. She looked down, cleared away a shrub of heather. 'There's been a building here,' she said.

    I looked around, wondering why anybody should wish to live in the middle of a moor. With the rain now pelting down, obscuring most of An Cailleach and already hiding the mainland beyond the ford, we seemed cut off from civilisation. My earlier good feelings had entirely vanished.

    'They called this clachan Penrioch,' Mary spoke slowly as if to herself. 'Nobody knows how old it was or who founded it. It was certainly here before the Norse came and it survived the wars and upsets of the middle ages.'

    I looked at her curiously, wondering how she knew such things. Kate said something, I don't know what. I was more interested in Mary's tone and words.

    'What happened to it?' Christine sounded upset.

    'The landowner happened to it,' Mary said. 'In August 1818 an Improver from the English Midlands married the daughter of the local landowner, who soon inherited the land. The Englishmen adopted his wife's name and moved north to live in one of her mansions. One year later they began to extend the husband's Improvements to their Scottish Highland estates.'

    Only Kate was not listening as Mary continued. 'Do you know what the term Improvements means?'

    'Making things better?' Christine hazarded.

    'You would think so,' Mary said. 'However, to people like the landowner and her husband, improvements meant increasing their already immense wealth at the cost of those who struggled merely to survive. Their actions improved the landowner's bank balance by removing the people from their homes and bringing in more profitable sheep.'

    I saw Kate shuffling uneasily. The rest of us listened to Mary's increasingly impassioned words. 'The landowner hired Christopher Grant, who had worked with Patrick Seller, the infamous factor who worked for the Marquis of Stafford to clear thousands of people from Sutherland. Grant came along with his bully-boys, his hired thugs and on the 13th October, just before the autumnal storms, he cleared Penrioch.'

    That woman was back. I saw her standing amidst the sodden green mounds that marked where the cottages had once stood. She was about my height, with a traditional Highland plaid wrapped around her and her feet and ankles bare. Her eyes were intense as she gazed at me, although I could not make out her features.

    'Can you imagine this clachan bright with laughter and busy with families, men and women working in the fields, cattle lowing and the old black houses with heather thatch?'

    I could not. I was more interested in that woman. The others nodded, drinking in Mary's words.

    'They came in the pre-dawn dark, Grant and his thugs. They banged on the doors and set fire to the thatch, so the inhabitants had no choice but to leave. Bewildered, still half-asleep, the occupants stumbled out, driven by smoke, flames, fear and the hoarse shouts of Grant's bully boys. Women were in their shifts, children in night-shirts or nothing at all, while old men with long grey beards tried to control the yapping of collie dogs. Above the crackling of the flames, there were the screams of an old woman as her house burned around her. Irene Mackay was ninety. She did not survive.'

    Even I was listening now. Only Kate seemed unconcerned. In fact, she deliberately walked away.

    'Christopher Grant and his bullies hustled the people away, pushing them down to the church. The people did not enter, for they were religious and believed the church was for services, not shelter. One elderly woman died that night. Long before dawn the next morning, Grant pushed the people through the ford despite the dark and the wet. Three children died in the water. Two more died of cold and shock that night as they were shuffled to a boat that took them to Canada. Twenty died of typhus on the voyage.'

    Although I listened, I could not picture the scene. It was all just words to me. It was a horror story that concerned strangers, and I could not get myself emotionally involved.

    'One family slipped away before the rest were hustled onto the ship. They hid in the hills and eventually headed south to Edinburgh. They were my great-grandparents.' Mary raised her voice, standing in the pelting rain with her hair smeared to her head and water dripping from her coat to form puddles around her boots.

    'Oh, Mary, I'm so sorry.' Tears glistened in Christine's eyes.

    'My father told me the story, and he got it from his father, and he from his.' Mary spoke quietly. 'I have no brothers and no sisters. Until I marry and have children, I am the last of the Ablachs from Penrioch.' Tossing the rain from her face, she looked towards Kate. 'My father, and no doubt his grandfather blamed only two people for the clearance of Penrioch. One was Christopher Grant, and the other was the landowner, Lady Catherine Gordon.'

    At the name, Kate turned around. 'That would be my great-grandmother.'

    'I know.' Mary said. 'Your family turned mine out of their home.'

    'You can't hold Kate responsible for what her distant ancestor did,' Lorna acted the peacemaker.

    I felt the tension build as Kate and Mary faced each other.

    'It was a long time ago,' I am sure I heard guilt in Kate's voice, 'and my family were doing what they thought was right.' She gestured at the sodden moor that spread around us. 'The people would have a better life in Canada than they could ever manage, scraping a living out of this wasteland.'

    'It was not a wasteland then,' Mary's voice was deceptively quiet. 'It was productive farmland. Your ancestors made it into a wilderness when they perpetrated genocide, mass evictions, turning old people out in the blast of autumn.' Mary's voice was bitterer than anything I had heard before. 'How can anybody think that was right?'

    'What was the alternative?' Kate stepped towards Mary. 'Leaving the people to live in destitution and starvation? If the landowners had not helped them move to better circumstances what would have happened to them? When the potato famine came in the 1840s, we would have had an Irish situation in the Highlands.'

    'These people were evicted from their homes so the landowner, your ancestors, could make more money from sheep! It was a heartless, cruel, uncaring act.' Mary's voice rose. 'You should pay for your ancestor's cruelty.'

    'Don't be silly, Mary,' Kate said. 'It was an economic necessity. It happened a hundred years ago, and the tenants would have a better life elsewhere than in this sodden moor.'

    'I hate your whole family,' Mary said. 'They still hold the land they stole. They should be eradicated from the country.'

    'That's enough!' Lorna stepped between them. 'We're not here to argue about something that happened a hundred years ago. We're here to climb a mountain.' She glared from one to the other. 'Have we not had enough of suffering and hate? We just lived through four years of horror, and personally, I've seen enough fighting to last me a hundred lifetimes.' She lowered her voice. 'Come on, ladies, we're all friends here.'

    'We're here to prove that women are at least as good as men,' Charlie put a hand on Kate's shoulder. 'Come along Kate.'

    'Kate's right,' Christine said. 'The landowner was doing what she thought was best.'

    I spoke for the first time. 'Let's forget what our ancient ancestors did,' I tried to smile.

    'What would you know about that?' Kate asked. 'At least Mary and I know who our ancestors were!'

    It felt as if somebody had slapped me across the face. 'It's hardly my fault that I'm an orphan,' I immediately became defensive.

    'Are you an orphan?' Kate altered the direction of her attack from Mary to me. 'We don't know that, and neither do you. You were left at the door of an orphanage, or so you told us.'

    'And what do you mean by that?' I felt my temper rise and rose to Kate's challenge.

    'I mean maybe your mother had one look at your dismal face and decided she did not want you.'

    I stepped forward, ready to do battle.

    'Enough!' Lorna pushed me back. 'No more squabbling.'

    I was not yet prepared to withdraw. 'You mind your mouth, Kate,' I glared at her with years of resentment coming to the fore. Kate's words had re-opened wounds that were always sufficiently raw to bring tears behind my anger.

    'Who's that?' Mary's voice was shrill.

    We all stopped to look. I don't know what I expected, but the tone of Mary's voice made the small hairs on the back of my neck stand erect.

    'Who's what?' Lorna peered into the rain. 'I can't see anybody.'

    'These people,' Mary waved her hand. 'They're all around us.'

    'Stop kidding,' Charlie said. 'There's nobody here except us.'

    'Maybe these three men we saw have joined us,' I said. I knew Charlie was correct. There was nobody here except us.

    'There were only two men,' Kate said curtly, 'and they've gone a different route. It's only Mary playing silly buggers.' She gave her sudden, infectious grin. 'Lorna's right, of course. Here we are arguing and bickering about something that happened hundreds of years ago when we should be planning for tomorrow's ascent.'

    'I wasn't playing silly buggers,' Mary said. 'I thought I saw something. I thought I saw people here, walking around and shouting.'

    'What were they shouting?' Lorna asked.

    'I don't know. I could not hear what they were saying. I only saw their mouths working.' Mary looked away. 'I saw them though.'

    'I believe you,' Lorna said. 'In the war, we saw all sorts of things that did not make sense. If your ancestors were here, you might have caught their memories or something.' She shrugged. 'I don't know, Mary.'

    'You mean Mary saw ghosts? There's no such thing.' Charlie snorted. 'Tell me about this eviction though. I can maybe add it to my article. This cruel Christopher Grant evicted women and children.'

    'And men,' Mary said softly. 'My great-grandfather among them.'

    'The Improving landowner, what was his name? He must have been a swine. Sorry, Kate, I know he was your great-grandfather or some such, but he must have been a pig.'

    'I believe he was,' Kate said. 'His wife was worse though.' Her smile included Mary. 'She was a horror who dominated her husband and terrorised her children and tenants. She would have been a suffragette, Charlie, if the term had been invented then, although her cry would not have been “votes for women”, it would have been “Isabel Gordon for prime minister!” '

    That was another thing about Kate. She could forgive as quickly as she attacked and expected others to be as accommodating.

    'Come on, Mary, I'm sorry for what my distant ancestor did to your distant ancestor. I could not stop her, you know, as I was not born at the time.'

    'Well said, Kate,' Lorna nodded. 'Now shake hands, kiss and make up.'

    'What?' Mary glanced at Lorna and then at Kate. Both women were smiling. 'Oh, all right.' Mary extended her hand.

    'That's better.' Lorna approved. 'You too now Brenda, it's the proper thing to do.'

    I remained stubbornly unrepentant.

    'I am sorry, Brenda. I should not have mentioned your childhood. Can you forgive me?' When Kate gave her apology and her smile, a woman with a heart of granite would forgive her.

    'Of course,' I was not used to handshakes and kisses, but I pecked her cheek, she pecked mine, and we parted if no friendlier than before then at least without increased animosity. I stood in the rain, feeling isolated and wishing I had never come.

    'The rain is getting heavier,' Kate said. 'I think we should stop for something to eat. There's a ruined house over there.' She pointed to a two-storey structure half a mile away.

    'That's Tigh-na-Beiste,' Mary translated for us. 'The House of the monster.'

    'The house of the monster?' Christine repeated. 'What a strange name! What was the monster?'

    'It was not a what. It was a who.' Mary said. 'After he cleared the peninsula, Christopher Grant the factor took over the land as a farm and introduced sheep. He knocked down the old church, built himself a house lived here from time to time when he was not evicting other families.'

    I was surprised that the walls of Tigh-na-Beiste still stood, together with most of the slated roof. We hurried in to escape the still-increasing rain, with Kate leading and Mary dragging in the rear. The second I stepped inside, I wished I had not as the force of evil enveloped me.

    Those words are very glib, the phrase 'force of evil' slides off the tongue like jelly off a slab of ice, yet I actually gasped as I entered Tigh-na-Beiste. Of all the women present, I suppose that Lorna had the most experience of true horror as she was a nurse during the War and would have seen sights that most people would never see in their lifetime. Yet the horror affected me most, more even than Mary, whose blood had flowed through the people that the occupier of Tigh-na-Beiste had victimised.

    How does one define a force of evil? It was not like the Gothic horror stories. No black-cloaked undead or great lumbering demi-humans were waiting to attack me. It was far worse, more of a psychological and emotional attack that drained all the pleasure and hope from one's life. I felt a sudden depression as if somebody or something had wrapped my soul in a blanket of hopelessness. I felt the utter frustration of life as if there was no point in continuing with anything and a desire to curl up on the stained wooden floorboards. The air was dull and damp and chill, and I saw things as through a veil. What is true evil? The absence of all hope, the desolation of uncertainty, the disability to make decisions, the aching agony of ageless loneliness, are all signs of evil. One can be in pain and know that one is loved and find comfort. Solitary hopelessness is evil, and that spirit reigned in Tigh-nan-Beiste.

    As I entered that house, I was aware that none of my companions liked me and therefore I had no motivation to like any of them.

    Kate, our leader, I knew to be a woman who lived for her own ego, a grasping, loud-voiced individual who relied on her parent's money and position to see her through life.

    Mary was a whining creature who resented the past.

    Lorna ran away to the war and had never recovered. She thought herself too good for the rest of us who had not taken part in such glory.

    Charlie? I doubted she cared as much for women's rights as she claimed. More likely she liked to push herself forward as a successful woman in a man's world. Her short, cropped hair and habit of wearing male clothing indicated she was headed in another direction from the rest of us.

    Christine was a little mouse, too scared to do anything unless Kate allowed it.

    And that left me, Brenda the foundling, Brenda the unwanted, Brenda the ugly, awkward child with neither family nor prospects.

    'Are you all right, Bren?' Mary pretended to look concerned as she touched my arm.

    'I'm fine,' I said as the evil from Tigh-na-Beiste coiled around and entered each of us. For a second I saw Mary as she would have looked if she had lived a century or more ago, barefooted and in shabby Highland dress, with short, dirty fingernails and the smell of peat smoke permeating everything she wore.

    Relics of the last occupant littered the interior of the house, with wallpaper peeling from the walls, a stained table in the centre of the first room that we entered and a broken, three-legged desk against the far wall. Chairs lay at all angles and cobwebs hung silver from a ceiling that had lost much of its plaster.

    'We'll get a fire going,' Kate decided, 'dry off and then head out when the rain stops.'

    'That will be next April,' I was not at my best yet.

    'Oh, listen to the optimist,' Mary tried to cheer me up. 'Our April showers last for days and don't have breaks. It will be May at least.'

    'These two men will be halfway up the west face by now,' Charlie said. 'We should just crack on and ignore the rain. It's not the end of the world.'

    'It won't be the end of the world if we get dry either,' Lorna said. 'I'm with Kate on this. Why suffer when we don't have to?'

    I could not tell these vibrant women that I felt the presence of evil in that house. I could only give a weak smile and help as Kate kindled a fire in the grate and the others broke up some of the smaller pieces of furniture for fuel. Oh, we all knew that the furniture did not belong to us, but we were young and carefree and set on a big adventure. Anyway, as Kate said: 'My father owns all this land, so he is the owner of this house. If the last tenant wants his broken furniture back, he can ask my father for compensation.'

    Even Mary laughed at that. We set to work with gusto, keeping the chairs and table for ourselves and smashing up whatever else we could find to feed Kate's fire that sparked and smoked in the fireplace.

    'There's more smoke than fire here,' Lorna coughed in the sooty blue haze. 'I think something's stuck up the chimney. Be careful we don't set the lum up.'

    'Who cares if we do?' Charlie laughed.

    I agreed. 'The best thing that could happen would be for this house to burn down,' I said. 'Fire may cure the evil in it.'

    'The evil?' Mary fixed on my choice of words. I knew she was still troubled by whatever she had seen at Penrioch and at the ford.

    I laughed as if I had been joking. 'If Christopher Grant lived her he must have left something of himself behind.'

    'I see,' Mary's laugh was as unconvincing as mine had been.

    'Here,' Charlie had found an old birch-broom in a cupboard of cobwebs and mouse droppings. 'Poke this up the lum and see if you can clear it. No, I'll do it.' Kneeling at the fireplace, she thrust the handle of the broom up the flue as far as she could. 'Yes,' she coughed in the smoke. 'There's some sort of obstruction.'

    'It's a man,' Kate said. 'He heard you were coming and hid himself up the lum.'

    I did not smile.

    Charlie poked harder. 'Here it comes!'

    The thing landed in the middle of Kate's fire, showering sparks and soot.

    'It's only a birds' nest,' Mary said.

    'What did you expect?' Kate jeered, 'a crock of gold?'

    Mary glanced at me and away again. We both had expected something sinister. I was glad it had only been a bird's nest.

    'Now build a fire up,' Kate ordered. 'The fireplace is big enough to roast an ox.'

    There was something satisfyingly liberating about breaking up a stranger's old furniture and throwing the fragments of wood on the fire. Flames roared up the flue, with the occasional lump of blazing soot coming in return.

    'The lum's up.' Lorna said.

    'Good.' Kate laughed.

    Once again, I could only agree. I faked my laughter to try and fit in.

    Despite the house being old, it heated quickly. Kate was first to take off her coat, with the rest of us following suit.

    'Should we not be on our way?' Charlie glanced out of the window. 'We can still make the Shelter Stone before dark.'

    'I'm just getting comfortable,' Kate said.

    'I thought you wanted to be first up An Cailleach,' Charlie said.

    'I do.'

    'The longer we stay here, the more chance these men have of reaching the summit first.'

    'They won't get there.' I do not know from where the words came. I spoke without thought as if somebody momentarily took control of my mouth.

    'What makes you think that?' Mary looked curiously at me.

    'I did not think that,' I was sincere. 'I just know.'

    'You're strange, Brenda.' Kate's smile did nothing to ease the sting of the words.

    'I know,' I tried to turn an insult into a joke, as I had done so often before. 'It's a gift.'

    Lorna laughed uneasily as Kate grinned. Christine glanced at Kate before she gave a half-smile while the others merely stared at me.

    'As we seem to be making ourselves comfortable,' Lorna said, 'we may as well eat as well. The hotel gave us plenty of food.'

    'The more we eat, the less we have to carry,' I tried humour again without success.

    Lorna glanced outside as rain rattled the window panes. 'I'll have a look upstairs,' she said. 'I might get a look at An Cailleach from up there.'

    I heard Lorna's footsteps, hollow on the wooden floorboards. 'One of the doors up here is locked,' she shouted down. 'This one's open though.'

    'It might be better not to disturb anything,' I said.

    'Why's that, Brenda? Will the previous tenant complain?' Kate mocked me again.

    I closed my mouth, resolved to say no more to these women.

    'What's this?' Lorna hammered down the stairs. 'I found this in the study, or whatever room it was.'

    Kate looked up. 'What's that?' She extended her hand. 'Give it here.'

    'It's a notebook,' Ignoring Kate, Lorna perched on one of the chairs, leaning the back against the wall. Blowing off a film of dust, she opened the front page. 'That fellow Mahoney's name's on the inside cover.'

    'Give it to me.' Kate stepped across the floor. 'Please, Lorna.'

    Lorna looked up. 'Did you know this was here?'

    Snatching the notebook, Kate hurried back to her place beside the fire. 'No, how could I?'

    'I would like to see that,' Charlie said. 'It might help my article.'

    'Maybe later,' Kate held the slim green volume as though it was the crown jewels. She opened the book and bowed her head low.

    'Kate?' I saw Kate beginning to shake. 'Kate? Are you all right?' I sat beside her and read aloud over her shoulder.

    'Mike Mahoney led us through the ford and up as far as the Shelter Stone. The weather turned foul, and we thought it best to return to Tigh-na-Beiste for the night.'

    Charlie was scribbling in her notebook, looking up and writing again. 'Carry on, Brenda.'

    I paused as Kate looked into the fire. 'Wait until Kate is ready.'

    'The Mahoney expedition was here then.' Charlie said. 'They might have sat around this very fireside.'

    Kate nodded and returned her attention to the notebook.

    I read on. 'Bill again said he had seen a woman watching us, although this peninsula has no resident population and no woman had stayed in the hotel for months. The only woman we have seen was the old washerwoman as we crossed the ford.'

    Mary gasped and looked at me. 'The washerwoman at the ford.'

    I stopped reading as Kate frowned.

    'What do you mean, Mary?' Kate asked.

    'Brenda and I saw an old woman washing at the ford. There is an old Gaelic tale that people see the washerwoman shortly before they die.'

    'Nonsense,' Kate said. 'Utter rot.' She took over the reading, following the words with her finger so that I could see where she had reached.

    'The atmosphere in Tigh-na-Beiste was horrible. We argued about trivial matters, discussed the forthcoming war in Europe and finished a bottle of whisky. Adam…' Kate stopped there, looked up and took a deep breath.

    'Bill was William Gilchrist,' Kate's voice was calm. 'He was an experienced climber. Adam was my brother, Adam Gordon.'

    Only the crackle of the fire broke the sudden silence in that room.

    'I'm sorry, Kate. I didn't know,' Charlie was first to speak.

    'None of us knew,' I touched Kate's shoulder with all previous animosity gone. The loss of a loved one was more important than any petty misunderstanding.

    'Well, now you do.' Kate looked around the circle of faces. 'Adam was a high-level climber. He had climbed in the Alps and had conquered most of the Munros. Coming here was meant to be a simple little jaunt before the much sterner test of war.'

    Kate spoke mechanically as if reciting something she had learned years ago. 'Adam was commissioned in the Gordon Highlanders and was to join his regiment the following Tuesday.' Her face twisted into a frown. 'He never got there. As you know, Adam and the entire party disappeared.'

    'Is that why you are here?' Charlie asked.

    'That's why I am here,' Kate said. 'I'm trying to trace his footsteps to see what might have happened to him. I knew his planned route.' Taking an old and much-creased Batholomew map from her rucksack she opened it on the floor at our feet. The map showed An Cailleach as a brown splurge, with a dotted line marked in faded pencil.

    'He discussed the trip with me the day before he left. Adam, Mike Mahoney and Bill Gilchrist stayed at our house at Brora before he set off and Adam showed me their intended route.' Kate put her finger on the Shelter Stone. 'As you see, Adam intended to head for the Shelter Stone and then up this secondary peak, Bein a Ghlo and across the saddle to An Cailleach. That's why I am following this route and not the more direct west face.' She smiled. 'Sorry, Charlie, we might not beat the men to the summit after all.'

    'We might not.' Charlie agreed without rancour. 'Read on, Kate.'

    I stepped back and joined the others. It was better that Kate read about her brother.

    'I will,' Kate returned to the pencilled notes. 'Our night in Tigh-na-Beiste was disturbed by some animal howling outside. Bill thought it was a vixen, Adam some night hunting bird. I do not know what it was, but the noisy beggar certainly kept us awake.' Kate gave a little smile.

    'They had a rough time,' I said.

    'So it seems,' Kate said and continued. 'The next morning was as bright as could be and quite lifted our spirits. We breakfasted on cold bacon sandwiches the inn had provided and blithely set off to the Shelter Stone. Adam hoped to complete the entire climb to An Cailleach in one day while Bill and I were more circumspect.'

    Kate looked up again. 'That's just typical of Adam,' she said. 'He would charge at things like a bull at a gate.'

    'Not like his cautious sister, then,' I said with a smile.

    'It must be a family trait,' Kate agreed. 'I will carry on. “After an adventure with a pair of eagles on what we called the Wall of Death we found crossing the saddle more tricky than expected. Once again Bill said he saw a woman. He set out to speak to her without luck. Bill said that she vanished like smoke on a misty day, but not until she studied him carefully. We no sooner reached the Saddle than the weather turned into a full gale, and we were forced back here again. Tomorrow we will try again.” '

    Kate put down the notebook. 'That's the last entry,' she said. 'They must have come back here and tried again.'

    We were silent for a few moments.

    'Do you wish to continue?' I asked. 'You've found out what happened to your brother, or at least part of it.'

    'How about you girls?' It was the first time I had ever heard Kate ask our opinion on anything. 'Shall we carry on?'

    'Adam was your brother,' Lorna said. 'I think you should decide and we will all respect your decision.'

    'Vote,' Kate glanced at Charlie. 'After all, women have the vote now; let's settle this in a democratic manner.'

    'Quite right,' Charlie said. 'Let's all use our vote. Secret ballot or open?'

    'Open,' Lorna said. 'There are too many secrets in this place without us adding to them. We are all friends, and nobody will harbour a grudge if we don't all agree.'

    'Open it is then,' Kate said. 'You first, Lorna. You are the most sensible and mature of us.'

    'Why thank you, ma'am.' Lorna gave a short curtsey. 'I say we go on. We are climbers after all, so it's the proper thing to do.'

    'Charlie?'

    'We go on,' Charlie said. 'I need this job, and it will be a scoop for women as well as for the paper.' She paused for a moment. 'I hope they did not make it. I hope we are first to the summit.'

    Surprisingly, Kate did not respond. 'Brenda?'

    I shook my head. There had been too many mysterious happenings for me to feel comfortable here. 'I say we should return. Something is not right here.'

    Mary nodded to me. 'I agree with Bren. I know my ancestors came from this place, but I don't like it.'

    'Christine?'

    Christine looked at Kate and then at Lorna. 'I don't know. What do you think, Kate?'

    'I think that you're old enough to make your own decisions.' Kate scolded. 'You'll have the vote when you are 30. Practise now. What do you think we should do?'

    We waited as Christine tried to make up her mind. Eventually, after an imploring look at Kate, she whispered. 'I think we should go home.'

    'That's three to go and two to climb An Cailleach,' Kate said. 'Well, I say we should continue and conquer this blasted mountain.'

    'That's three votes each then,' I said. 'How do we decide?'

    'We toss for it,' Kate said. 'Who has a penny?'

    'I have,' Charlie produced a stained copper penny, with Queen Victoria's image worn nearly smooth with age. 'It's my lucky penny, dated 1895, the year I was born.'

    'Ready girls?' Kate asked. 'Heads we carry on, tails we turn tail. Agreed?'

    We agreed.

    Charlie balanced the penny on her forefinger and flicked her thumb. The brown penny spun up and descended to land on the dirty floorboards. Queen Victoria's imperious head was uppermost.

    'That's that then,' Kate said. 'We go on.'

    I looked out of the window and saw only darkness.
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    'We'll stay the night here,' Kate decided. 'There's not much point in going anywhere at this time. Tomorrow we'll rise early and get to the Shelter Stone.'

    'We might get all the way to the summit,' Charlie said.

    'Even if we do,' Lorna pointed out, 'these two men we saw will be well on their way by now.'

    Nobody except me had seen the third man. I was beginning to doubt that he had existed. Perhaps that strange woman had accompanied the men across the ford. Maybe she was merely another climber. I remembered that Bill Gilchrist had also seen a mysterious woman and wondered if it was the same one. There were too many ifs and maybes here.

    Even with the blazing fire, I still felt it chilling in that room. Kate led the way in preparing for bed with laughter and high spirits, joking and laughing and playing little-girl tricks on one another.

    'We'll all sleep in the one room,' Kate said. 'It's fine and warm in here, and the smoke will keep any midges away.'

    Nobody argued. Maybe the others agreed because of the warmth. I agreed because I had no desire to spend a night alone in any room of Tigh-na-Beiste. I would have preferred the rain outside to whatever lurked in that place.

    'Have we all brought Euklisia Rugs?' Kate seemed to have recovered from finding the journal as she strove to control every detail of our lives.

    'Of course, we have,' I replied. 'We're not your little juniors at school, Kate.'

    'Christine is,' Kate said. 'Aren't you, Chrissie?'

    Christine gave a shaky smile and looked away. 'Yes, Kate.'

    'Oh, tell her to go away, Christine,' I advised. 'You're twenty-one now, an adult.' I thought there was gratitude in her glance.

    We heaped wood on the fire as the light outside faded and stripped for bed, leaving our clothes for the fire to warm.

    'Now there's a familiar sight!' Kate pointed as Christine stood in her underwear, ready for bed. We watched in some embarrassment at Kate flicked at Christine with her towel, catching her a stinging crack on the bottom.

    Christine yelped and clutched at herself. 'Stop it, Kate!'

    'Can you remember when you were my study servant, Chrissy?'

    Christine rubbed at her bottom, saying nothing.

    'Take your hand away, Chrissie or I'll give you extra.' Kate flicked again as Christine obeyed.

    'Leave her alone, for goodness sake,' I said as Kate aimed a third time.

    Chrissie yelped louder as the shot hit its mark. She rubbed furiously at herself, wriggling.

    'It's fun, isn't it, Chrissie? It brings back old memories.' Kate was laughing.

    'I see the family blood runs true,' Mary said. 'Bullying the weak, like your ancestors did when they evicted their tenants.'

    Lorna and Charlie were watching, saying nothing as Kate landed a ferocious shot.

    Chrissie gave a loud squeak and forced a grin. 'It's all right,' she said, clutched at her backside.

    'See?' Kate said. 'She enjoys it. Go on, Chrissie, bend over and give me a better target.'

    'No.' I stepped between them. 'That's enough fun and frolics.' I could see tears gleaming in Christine's eyes, but whether of pain or humiliation, I did not know. 'We've got a long day tomorrow.'

    'We have, and that wasn't fair.' Charlie put a hand on Christine's shoulder. 'That must have hurt, Christine. I could rub some cream on.'

    'No, I'm fine.'

    Kate laughed again and turned away as Christine crept into her Euklisia Rug. I stood until she was settled and lay in my own uncomfortable rug. Ever since they were invented, climbers, campers and soldiers have blessed these sleeping bags that are so much more convenient than carrying even the lightest of beds.

    The incident of the flicking towel, minor though it was, left a bad taste in my mouth. I don't like bullying of any sort, and my heart went out to Christine. I had thought that she was friends with Kate. Now I wondered if perhaps there was a completely different, unhealthy, relationship between them.

    'I hate her,' Christine murmured into the dark. 'I hate her.'

    I said nothing, hoping that nobody else had heard.

    'Did you hear me, Kathleen?' Christine raised her voice. 'I said I hate you.'

    'Go to sleep Chrissie,' Kate ordered. 'And stop talking nonsense. 'You know that you'll feel better in the morning. She does that, you know, girls. She always talks like that when she is over-tired.'

    'I'm not over-tired, Kathleen, I am hardly tired at all. I hate you, and I'll still hate you in the morning. I want to kill you.'

    'There will be no killing,' Lorna said. 'Now will you both shut up, get to sleep and let us get to sleep. This is meant to be an all-women's expedition to prove that we are at least equal to the men. We won't prove anything if we fall out on our first night in the hills.'

    'Lorna's right,' Charlie said. 'Go to sleep for Goodness sake. Kate, stop bullying Christine, you're not a school prefect now and Christine, stop talking nonsense.'

    I lay still, feeling the cold sweat of fear engulf me. I wondered if I could survive the night in this place of evil. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes. This house brought out the worst in some of us. I closed my eyes, seeing once more that washerwoman at the ford and repeating the words of Mahoney's journal. I had always been susceptible to atmosphere, either in old places or in rooms full of people. I had no doubt about the evil in this house, whether it had affected the factor or if it had come from him to infest the place. I did not wish to imbibe the evil; I did not want it to affect me. I was scared. I clenched my fists so tightly that my nails dug into the palms of my hands.

    God help me in this terrible place.

    Shuffling onto my side, I could see Christine lying watching me. Her eyes were huge. I winked at her and stuck out my tongue. I saw a flicker from her left eyelid and just a hint of her pink tongue protruding from between her lips. That tiny gesture cheered me immensely.

    I watched the fire slowly fade with the embers altering from bright red to a dull orange. I wished it to last until I was sleeping, and then I wanted not to increase my vulnerability by falling asleep. An unconscious body is only an invitation for invasion. Yet if I did not sleep, I would be stupidly tired on the morrow, which was not an ideal condition when ascending a Scottish mountain.

    No, I told myself, the house did not bring out the worst; it enhanced what was already there in the most harmful way. That was the form of this evil; that was why Kate reverted to the school bully and Christine to the scared little girl. And me? I did not even know who I was.

    The scream exploded inside my head. I woke with a start, sitting up on my rug and wondering where I was.

    'Did you hear that?' I looked around the room, seeing dark shapes of people by the fading light of the fire.

    It came again, louder than before and I got up. 'What's happening?'

    We were all up now, peering into the dark. Somebody, Charlie I think, had the sense to light a candle, and the yellow glow pooled over our circle of faces.

    'It's Lorna,' Charlie said.

    Of us all, only Lorna remained in her rug, tossing and turning, so her limbs thrashed around her and her hair a tangled mess around her face.

    'Lorna.' Charlie knelt at her side. 'Lorna!'

    I joined her, shaking Lorna's shoulder to wake her. 'Lorna!'

    Lorna woke with a start and screamed again, wordless, inarticulate. Charlie slapped her face, left to right and then right to left. 'Lorna!'

    'What?' Lorna looked around, lifted a hand to her face and stared at us. Sweat beaded her forehead. 'Was I screaming?'

    'Yes,' I said. 'Did you have a nightmare?' I found a cloth to clean her face.

    Lorna nodded. 'Old memories.' She tried to smile. 'Did I wake you?'

    'Very effectively,' I said.

    'I'm sorry, I'm sorry,' Lorna was still gasping.

    I held her shoulders. 'Do you have nightmares a lot?'

    'No.' Lorna shook her head. 'Sometimes the memories come back, after a bad experience.'

    'Or in a bad place,' I said. 'This house is a bad place.' It had enhanced Lorna's war memories. Tigh-na-Beiste had explored Lorna and found her weakness.

    'Was it the war?' Mary understood at once.

    'It was the war,' Lorna said.

    'Do you want to talk about it?' Charlie was surprisingly sympathetic.

    'No,' Lorna shook her head. 'It was too horrid.' She closed her eyes. 'These poor men, hundreds and thousands of poor men, some no more than boys, broken, blinded, mutilated, torn to pieces and all trying to be so brave.' She shook her head as if to chase away retained memories. 'We could not save them all.'

    I could only imagine the horror. 'You were an ambulance driver weren't you?'

    'I was out with the very first lot, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry,' Lorna said. 'Fany for short. Grace McDougall tried to get the government to have us with the British Army. The government turned that down, so we worked with the Belgians for a couple of years.'

    'You must have seen some sights,' I said.

    Lorna was shaking. 'Yes,' she said. 'Horrible, horrible things.' She managed a weak smile. 'I'm sorry to bother you, ladies. I'll try not to have any more nightmares.' Her eyes were mobile, haunted within deep-sunk sockets.

    'You have nothing to apologise for,' Kate told her.

    'I think we should sleep outside,' I said.

    'I am quite comfortable here, thank you.' Charlie said. 'I'm not sleeping in the rain if I don't have to.'

    I wondered which aspect of Charlie's character the evil would enhance, or if Charlie was immune to such intrusion. Perhaps her hard-bitten persona radiated from an inner core of such resilience that it could repel even the force inhabiting this place. I checked my watch. It was one in the morning. There were many dark hours remaining, many hours to suffer and wait for the next manifestation of whatever was here.

    How would it affect me?

    I did not know.

    Perhaps it already had, I told myself. Maybe my quaking fear was the evil working on me, intensifying my doubts.

    'Get back to bed, ladies,' Lorna said. 'I doubt that I'll wake you again. These dreams only come every so often and never twice in one night.'

    We left her and returned to our rugs. Christine gave me a small half- smile and brushed her hand against my arm in passing. It looked accidental, but I knew it was a continuation from our earlier shared wink. I felt a faint stirring of hope and wondered if I had found a friend. No, I told myself. You've thought that too often in the past, Brenda Smith. Don't create false hopes that lead to profound disappointment. People such as I don't get friends.

    'Who am I?' I spoke out loud. 'I wish I knew who I was.'

    'Go and find out.' The answer came as clearly as if a friend had spoken.

    'Who said that?' I sat up from my rug. 'Who is there?'

    Although I spoke loudly, I knew that nobody heard. I could see the sleeping forms of all my companions, lying recumbent on the floor. Kate lay on her back with her hands behind her head. Christine faced me in a foetal ball, smiling faintly in her sleep, Mary had one arm free of her blankets, and her hand grasped the blue crystal she wore around her neck. I could see a faint light around her, based on the rowan cross that she had removed from her rucksack and placed beside her rug. Lorna was whimpering in another nightmare while Charlie's face was set like Biblical flint.

    I looked around that room. The woman sat on the table, hands grasping the edge and her face invisible in the dark. 'I said that,' she said in a familiar voice that I could not place.

    'Who are you?' I asked.

    'Who are you?' she echoed.

    'Were you at the Inn earlier?' I attempted to peer through the dark.

    'I was at the Inn,' the woman confirmed.

    'Was that you I saw at the ford?' I tried to stand, but the bedding tangled maddeningly around my ankles.

    'I was there if you were there,' the woman said.

    'What does that mean?' Freeing myself from the rug, I stumbled towards her. The floorboards were cold and gritty under my feet. I gasped as the menace coursing up my legs, through my thighs and thrusting inside me like an intrusive physical presence.

    'Who are you?' I reached out to her and touched nothing. I had not seen her move yet she now stood where I had laid, an ethereal being amidst my sleeping companions. I could not make out her features yet her eyes never strayed from my face.

    'Who are you?' Her question touched the very core of me.

    'I don't know,' I said. 'I don't know who I am.'

    'Then how can I know who I am?' The woman's answer was more perplexing than her presence.

    'What do you mean?' I asked. 'Why are you here?'

    'Why are you here?' The woman asked.

    'To climb a mountain.'

    'Which mountain are you here to climb?' The woman asked. 'Will you climb the physical mountain of An Cailleach or the spiritual mountain of your ignorance, the actual or the metaphoric?'

    'What does that mean? Tell me!'

    'You will only know when you know.'

    She was gone. I was standing by the table in a room full of sleeping women with an evil thing crawling about inside me. I could feel it infesting me, expanding from my womb to flow with my blood into my heart and then being pumped into my liver, my kidneys, my spleen, my brain and into every fibre of me from the tips of my toes to the frazzled ends of my hair. I could not fight it although I wished to claw the skin from my body to rid myself of this unwelcome intrusion.

    'Get out!' I could feel the loathsome creature taking control of my body, the evilness of doubt and depression and fear infesting me like some spiritual disease.

    Gasping, I stumbled outside where a blanket of cold rain welcomed me. I shivered, turned my face to the heavens and saw a sickle moon through a rent in the storm wrack. I do not know from where the words came, yet I mouthed them. I spoke in Gaelic, a language I did not know and understood the meaning without thought.

     
      
       
       'When I see the new moon

       It becomes me to lift mine eye

       It becomes me to bend my knee

       It becomes me to bow my head.'

      

     

    

    I stepped away from the doorway of Tigh-na-Beiste and onto the thin soil of the peninsula.

    'Oh, sweet Lord!'

    I felt the change immediately as my bare feet touched the earth. There was warmth rising from the ground through the soles of my feet and into me. It was the opposite of the oppressive chill of Tigh-na-Beiste, a welcoming, gentle acceptance that soothed away the evil. I stood in the faint light of the moon as the two entities battled within me, the coldness of sin and the warmth of the earth. I was the vessel in which they operated, and I could do nothing to assist or resist. I could only exist and receive both forces as they spread within me.

    The moon was a mouth, the crescent a smile and the whiteness its teeth. I looked up, fully aware that moonlight was only the reflected warmth of the sun. I accepted that, as I knew the celestial orb was merely a chunk of rock many thousands of miles away. I also knew that the moon affected the tides and the growing of crops, which in turn meant food and therefore life and death for every woman, man and child on this planet. I observed the wonder of the sky, not worshipping the moon but aware of its place within the cosmos and the power it exerted. I wondered if my ancient ancestors had shared that knowledge; I wondered if the time-worn stone circles had indeed been created to worship the moon and stars, or if they only acknowledged the power these distant creations represented in the vast cosmos in which we lived.

    I felt the evil depart from me as if it was a physical rather than a spiritual force. It left with a jolt that made me gasp and then I was free. The rain was cleansing, the moon bathing and the soil nourishing.

    'Who am I?' I asked myself, or perhaps I asked the moon, as a representative of a far greater entity.

    And then I saw them. Twenty men a-marching with torches, guns and axes, their feet silent on the ground, their voices guttural, not speaking in the Gaelic that was native to this place. I watched without acting as they approached the friendly clachan of Penrioch, where the cattle clustered in the closest fields and the drift of peat-smoke perfumed the night air.

    I saw the torches flare and heard the fierce laughter. I saw the heather thatch spark and burn and smoke. I saw the roof-trees smoulder and collapse inward to the people inside.

    The voices sounded harsh in the night air, the language English, the accent Lowland Scots. 'Damn her, the auld bitch, she has lived too long – let her burn.' I heard the wild screams of an old woman and the panicked squeals of children. I saw old bearded men stumble into the night to face the attackers and fall under the swing of cudgels and iron-shod boots. I heard the frantic barking of dogs turning to high-pitched squeals as men beat them with sticks. I heard the wails of women. I could feel the terror and despair, the sense of disbelief from the people of the clachan and the cruel joy of the interlopers. There was evil here, raw and unharnessed, backed by legality without compassion; there was savagery without mercy and despair without depth.

    I knew it was not happening. I knew I was witnessing events that had occurred a century ago, and yet I felt the same grief and shock and shame that I could not help. I could see the evil, like a foul black cloud, suspended above Tigh-na-Beiste, and the same darkness was in the men who had committed the evictions. As I watched, I saw the darkness surrounding each man like smoke, with baleful eyes and talons that thrust into hearts and souls.

    'Oh, dear God,' I said.

    At my words, the images vanished, and I was alone outside that house with the rain hissing around me and my hair hanging in sodden serpents on my shoulders. I was not cold. Despite the rain, I felt an inner warmth that repelled any chill. Looking over my shoulder, I knew that I was safer out here with the good earth under my feet than I would be closeted within Tigh-na- Beiste. The rain was natural, it belonged here as much as the wind and the soil and the solid granite; it would not hurt.

    Stepping further away from that house, I found a handy rock and sat beside it, leaned back and closed my eyes. I could feel An Cailleach's presence, watching me, watching us, as easily as I could feel the wind and rain. She was tangible, substantial and she was waiting.
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    'Brenda?' When I opened my eyes, Mary was staring at me. 'What on earth are you doing out here? You'll catch your death!'

    I smiled at her. 'No, it's perfectly all right.' I rose, shook the water from my hair and laughed as she backed away. 'It's only rainwater, Mary. It won't bite.'

    'The fire's on, and we have bacon sizzling,' Mary invited. 'We've been looking for you for ages. I thought you had wandered off somewhere and got lost.'

    'Thank you, Mary,' I said. 'I've not been far away.'

    The women were all dressing for the climb, testing boots and ropes, looking at the map, discussing the route and acting as though the events of the previous night had never taken place. Kate was talking animatedly to Christine, and Charlie was scribbling notes while Lorna tended the bacon.

    'You'd better get dried,' Mary said.

    I stripped and towelled myself dry, wondering if Kate would try her towel nonsense with me and knowing I would retaliate far more forcibly than Christine ever had. I felt incipient anger bubbling inside me and knew it came from the fabric of the house.

    'Let's eat outside,' I said, 'it's a beautiful morning.' In the few moments since I had come inside, the rain had stopped. Dawn brought the sun, the call of the golden plover and the bubbling trill of the whaup.

    ''Put some clothes on first,' Lorna advised. 'These two men may be around, and we don't want them getting any interesting notions.'

    'Men!' Charlie spat out the words as if it were a curse. 'If only we could invent a way of getting babies without their help this world would be a far better place.'

    'Much less fun, though,' Kate said, and most of us laughed. Charlie did not.

    The evil in Tigh-na-Beiste had discovered Charlie's enthusiastic support for suffrage and warped it into a dislike of men. As women we would all welcome equal rights; as rational, warm-blooded human beings, we did not pretend to despise or demonise half the human race.

    'Come on, ladies,' I dressed hurriedly and led them outside. The contrast to only an hour ago was astonishing. The rain had vanished, the air was crisp and invigorating, and the hill slopes invited us up.

    'It's exactly like Mahoney's journal,' Lorna breathed deeply. 'It's absolutely gorgeous today.'

    'Could not be better,' I agreed. Seabirds were wheeling, screaming in the air and a pair of oystercatchers arrowed past, piping to each other to praise the glory of the morning.

    We ate at the rock where I had spent the night, enthusiastically gobbling bacon sandwiches and gulping down hot sweet tea as we surveyed the route ahead.

    'Ready girls?' Kate was herself again, enthusiastic, vibrant and cheerful. She stamped her boots on the ground. 'On we go! To the Shelter Stone!'

    'To the Shelter Stone!' We repeated her words, waving our sticks in the air as we made final adjustments to our rucksacks and packs and followed her. All the tension of the previous day had vanished, we were one unit again, we were the Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineer Club, and we were going to conquer An Cailleach, come what may. It is strange what a little sleep and a gleam of sunshine can do to lift the spirits.

    As usual in the Scottish Highlands, the view was immense. Out to sea was a panorama of islets and islands, with the blue smear of the Outer Hebrides sweetening the far horizon. To the east, the mountains of Sutherland and Ross offered range upon range of shapely hills interspersed with delightful green glens and the mottled brown of heather moors. It was scenery to gladden the heart, a vista of which Sir Walter Scott would have been proud and a slap in the face to those war-mongering politicians whose ambition sought domination through war.

    Immediately outside the clachan the ground was level and had once been tended. Nettles and small bushes marked the memory of fields, and I could nearly hear the clink of agricultural tools and the low voices of long-gone people. Beyond that, between us and the first true rise of the hills, the ground sunk in a depression marked by patches of peat hag and pools of dark water.

    'This is not marked on the map.' Kate stopped at the end of this bogland as we crowded behind her. She tested the depth with her stick. 'It's deep, with a soft bottom. We won't be wading through that.'

    'There must be a way through,' Charlie said. 'The people who lived here must have got through.'

    'Not necessarily,' Lorna also poked in her stick. 'Maybe it formed after the landowner cleared Penrioch. What do you say, Mary, you're the local expert.'

    'The bog was always here,' Mary said. 'It's fed by the burns running off the hillside. 'I remember my granny telling me about it. She said the folk had a causeway through the burn so they could drive the cattle to the summer shieling up the hill.'

    'That'll be long gone now.' I said.

    'Maybe not.' Christine surprised me by giving an opinion without waiting for Kate. 'Some of the old castles were built in lochs, and they had causeways going to them. The causeways were slightly under the surface of the water, so only the defenders knew where they were. The causeway may still be there, but the water level will have risen with time.'

    'Oh listen to the professor,' Kate jeered. When did you get so clever?'

    I smiled encouragement to Christine. 'We'll look for the causeway then.'

    'Yes, well done, Christine.' Charlie rubbed her arm.

    Spreading out, we walked along the fringes of the bog, thrusting our sticks into the mud. After a few minutes, Lorna called out. 'It's shallower over here.'

    The ground was firmer underneath an inch and a half of peaty water. Lorna stepped gingerly into the bog and tapped with her stick. 'It seems to continue on,' she took another few baby-steps. 'Yes, we've found it.'

    'Christine should lead us,' Charlie gave Christine a wide smile. 'She should have the honour.'

    I was not surprised when Kate decried that suggestion and pushed forward. 'It could be dangerous,' she said. 'I'll go first.'

    'Yes, Kate,' Christine stepped aside so Kate could take the lead. We followed one by one onto the causeway.

    'My granny told me that the foundations were floated on bundles of heather sunk in the bog,' Mary said. 'And there was a wee hut halfway across in case of bad weather.'

    'I can't see a hut,' Kate said.

    'It's probably got blown away, or sunk into the peat,' Mary said.

    'As long as we don't get sunk in the peat,' Charlie kept rigorously to the centre of the causeway. 'What a horrible way to die.'

    Despite the early hour, midges rose in clouds as we slowly negotiated the bog. Kate poked into the peaty morass before taking any step, and we followed her lead, enjoying the scenery even as we swatted at the midges.

    'This is a desolate place,' Charlie looked around. 'I love the austerity of the mountains, I love the bustle of Edinburgh, and I love the fertility of agricultural land. This useless moorland is just a waste. It's horrid. What do you think, Christine?'

    'It ends soon,' Christine said. 'The ground rises over there,' she pointed with her stick. 'Actually, I rather like the loneliness of the bogland.'

    'Trust you to be contrary,' Kate called from in front. 'Wait now, girls!' She held up her stick. 'The path ends here.'

    'It'll be there somewhere,' Mary said. 'Poke around.'

    We stood on the causeway with the water lapping at our boots and the midges clustering to feed on our blood.

    'There's nothing here,' Kate said. 'We'll have to swim.'

    Nobody laughed at Kate's weak joke.

    'Let me try.' Squeezing past us, Mary joined Kate. She widened the search, prodding her stick into the mud in a circle. 'Here!' She jabbed the stick down harder. 'There's something there,' she indicated a spot well to the right of Kate and a full five feet in front. 'Maybe this part of the causeway collapsed, or the Penrioch folk put in a bend.'

    'What a stupid thing to do,' Kate said.

    'The old castles often had gaps and bends as well,' Christine said.

    'Did they,' Kate's tone indicated that she had no interest in Christine's opinion or in old time castles.

    'It's a bit of a step across,' Mary said. 'We'll have to jump or make a bridge.'

    'If the causeway's set on heather bundles,' Lorna said, 'it might not hold if we jumped on it. Six full-grown women thumping down! It will have to be the bridge.'

    'I don't know about you,' Charlie said, 'but I don't carry a bridge in my rucksack.'

    'Plenty bits of furniture left in the house,' Lorna the practical said. 'Come on, Brenda, you and I will find something.'

    Frustrated at the delay, we returned to Tigh-na-Beiste. The best we could find was the table which was luckily of deal and not too heavy to carry. It took us nearly an hour there and back, and my temper was beginning to fray when we arrived back at the bog to see Kate munching on a sandwich and Charlie sketching the view in her notebook.

    'Thank you for your help,' I said. Only Christine had the grace to look guilty.

    'Too many cooks would have spoiled the broth,' Lorna eased any tension. 'We're lucky we had not gone far.'

    The table was not quite long enough to bridge the gap, so we positioned it in the middle and had to take long strides on either side before we could continue. Our makeshift bridge swung alarmingly under our boots but held as we crossed one by one and continued on the causeway.

    'Those rowans will mark the other end,' Mary pointed to a small clump of rowan trees. 'My people used them for all sorts of reasons.'

    'Now we're on our way,' Kate spoke with some satisfaction as we passed the trees and thumped onto what passed for dry land in the peninsula.

    'I'm glad to get out of the bog,' Charlie waved her hand in a weak attempt to chase away the midges. 'I hate bogs and moorland. The idea of drowning in mud! I can't think of anything worse.'

    Lorna nodded. 'We saw plenty of that at Passchendaele,' she said. 'The soldiers feared that as much as they feared gas.' She wrestled with silent memories. 'Horrible. Like these midges.'

    'We'll lose the midges when the wind rises,' Mary nodded to the slope ahead. 'Looking at the way the bushes are growing, the wind here is pretty steady from the west.'

    We walked slowly and steadily, for to rush and stop is far more tiring, and we were all experienced in the hills. The first part of the climb was only a long slog through the rough grazing of the foothills, where grass gave way to patches of peat and then the granite skeleton of the mountain thrust through the purple-brown heather. I paused for a moment to view a stag and his harem of hinds feeding on a sheltered ledge above us. The stag was restless, pacing back and forth.

    'Rutting season,' Mary said. 'Best give the stag a wide berth.'

    Charlie snorted. I half expected her to bracket male stags into her dislike of men, but she refrained. As the hill grew steeper, we plodded on, passing the circular foundations of the summer shielings and the marks of old peat cuttings.

    'Now we're beyond human reach,' Mary looked around, where quietness brooded over the rough ground and rocks protruded from patches of struggling heather. 'This land is the true wilderness.'

    'We are on the outstretched hand of An Cailleach.' Although I intended to speak only to myself, Christine threw me a small smile. We walked on with the wind cutting at our faces and the views immense.

    I thought of the crowded streets of Edinburgh with trams and omnibuses and people crammed into dark streets of tenements, living between tedious jobs and damp-roomed houses. Only a century before or less they had lived in this vast space; the lives of thousands altered on the whim of a landowner. I thought of the scene I had witnessed, the brutality of forced eviction. Was life intended to be so unfair? There must be something better for the majority.

    'She's not the little innocent you think she is,' Kate stepped beside me.

    I had to refocus my mind from the visions of the previous night. 'Who?' I asked.

    'Young Christine,' Kate said. 'I said: she's not the little innocent she appears to be.'

    'She's a full grown woman,' I said. 'She's not a little girl anymore.' I was careful not to criticise.

    Kate was silent for a few moments as we trudged upwards, gasping to gain our second wind. 'Don't let her fool you,' she said.

    'Why you do treat her as you do?' I could not restrain myself any longer.

    Kate held my eye for longer than I liked. 'To keep her in her place,' she said. 'Believe me, Brenda; you don't want that woman to be in charge.'

    'I don't think she has ever been in charge,' I said. 'Not the way you bully her.'

    'You only see part of it,' Kate was almost pleading with me. 'I'm not the monster you seem to think I am.'

    An eagle circled above, its wings outspread as it rose higher on some current of air. I heard its harsh call and thought how puny and slow we must appear.

    'Kate,' Christine hurried up, 'are we going all the way to the top today?'

    I slowed down a little to allow Christine and Kate to be alone. What had Kate meant with her: 'don't let her fool you'? I watched as Christine edged closer to Kate, eager to be recognised, desperate for attention.

    The slope steepened so we had to lean forward. My rucksack was heavy on my back, the straps cut into my shoulders, and the nails in my boots scraped on the rocky ground beneath. I looked up, where the hill stretched before us, undulating into a series of heather-and-rock ridges that seemingly extended forever.

    From this angle, An Cailleach did not appear formidable in the slightest, a long, tiresome slog and nothing much else. I could not understand why nobody had climbed it.

    'I see Kate and Christine have made up,' Mary panted to me.

    'It appears so,' I said, and abruptly changed the subject. 'I saw your people last night.'

    'Which people?' Mary looked at me sideways with the sun catching the blue crystal that hung from her neck and the rowan cross pinned to her breast.

    'The people of Penrioch,' I said.

    Mary's eyes narrowed for a moment as if she suspected mockery. 'Oh them!' She gave a high-pitched laugh. 'I was only joking,' she denied her previous experiences. 'Besides you would see nothing in the dark.'

    I should have known better than to expose myself to ridicule. I closed my mind. 'I must have been dreaming, then,' I walked on, every step one pace deeper into the peninsula, every yard further from civilisation and nearer to An Cailleach.

    'That must be it,' Mary matched me step for step. 'There is a lot of dreaming in the Highlands. A lot of scheming, too.'

    Kate was well in front, tapping her stick on the ground as she ploughed ahead with Christine struggling to keep up with her.

    'That was awkward last night with these two,' I nodded to Kate.

    Mary shrugged. 'It was only a squabble,' she said. 'It's all blown over now. They've known each other for years.'

    'Since school at least,' I said. It seemed that Mary was not keen to pursue the objects that interested me. I closed my mouth and struggled on.

    There was no path up the steadily increasing slope, so we each chose whatever route seemed best as we panted and slogged upward to the first ridge. We stopped there to catch our breath and look around at the expansive view.

    I had initially believed that An Cailleach stood alone, a single peak on this peninsula. However, the shoulders of An Cailleach hid another, lesser height that hugged the hill to the east. I saw the pair now, like a mother hill and its daughter, an ill-matched pair of unyielding granite, partially seen through a haze of cloud.

    'That is Bein a Ghlo,' Mary said, 'Hill of the Mist, and you can see why.'

    Grey-white and slowly shifting, mist shrouded the top third of Bein a Ghlo and hid the gap between the two hills. I love watching mist drift across a mountain, now concealing, now revealing and always evocative. I said nothing for a good three minutes, wondering who had stood here before us and what An Cailleach thought of us watching her across a sea of mist.

    'He was here,' Lorna said.

    'Who?' Kate asked, too sharply.

    'Your brother.' Lorna spoke quietly. 'You were thinking of him.'

    Kate frowned and looked away. 'We have to ascend Bein a Ghlo first and then cross the saddle between the two peaks to conquer An Cailleach. All the other approaches are up precipitous cliffs. We have at least one sheer cliff on this route as it is.'

    'Let's get going then,' Charlie had been examining the route. 'I can't see any sign of these two men we saw yesterday. They've probably got the summit of An Cailleach, celebrated and returned to the inn to boast how they beat the women once again.'

    'They aren't back at the Inn,' I spoke without thought. 'They wouldn't be able to cross the ford last night. With all that rain it would be too deep. It might be passable later today.'

    I felt Kate's eyes on me. 'How would you know that? You haven't been here before.'

    'It's pretty obvious,' I told her. 'It was thigh deep when we crossed, and the rain was continuous after that. The burn will be swollen, and so the ford will be deeper.'

    Kate frowned and moved on. Christine scampered after her, and we followed to begin the first serious piece of climbing that we had undertaken on this expedition. Bein a Ghlo was not a significant height, being about two thousand three hundred feet in height, yet it posed particular challenges. The direct way up was inaccessible, being sheer cliffs of a thousand feet, but there was an easier ascent up a steep gulley topped by a cliff of three hundred feet with a perilous overhang.

    'Are we going up there?' Christine was the least experienced climber among us.

    'Oh, don't be such a baby!' Kate snapped. 'Just follow the rest of us.'

    'It's all right, Christine,' Lorna said. 'We'll all be roped together so if anybody slips, the others will hold her. We won't let you fall.'

    'I don't wish to be roped,' Charlie said.

    'I know its constricting,' Lorna allowed, 'but it's also safer. It's the only proper thing to do.'

    I traced the route we had to take, taking in every obstacle before we began the ascent. I had seen worse, but it could be tricky climbing. Christine was also staring at the cliff, with her breathing fast and shallow.

    'It's not as bad as it seems,' I whispered. 'There are always more hand-holds than one can see from a distance.'

    'I hope so,' Christine gave a watery smile. 'I don't want to let anybody down.'

    'You won't let anybody down,' I said. 'Trust yourself.'

    Christine rewarded me with a shy smile.

    We tied the ropes around our waists, checking each knot for strength, reassuring Christine that we had all done such things before, giving little laughs. The Mahoney expedition may have come this way before, we did not know. We may have been the first to attempt the climb, which excited Charlie more than anything. It was not the ascent that played on my nerves, but the words from Mahoney's journal and the strange happenings that plagued us on this expedition.

    There was that woman that nobody else had seen in the inn and at the ford. There was the washerwoman at the ford and the sickening atmosphere at Tigh-na-Beiste, and there was the scene between Kate and Christine, plus my vision of the Clearance ghosts at Penrioch. Any of these things would be unnerving on their own but taken together they scared me. Lastly, and most disturbing, was the woman who had appeared in Tigh-na-Beiste last night. Was she the same person who I had seen at the inn and at the ford?

    I knew she was not real. I must have imagined her, yet she was vaguely familiar although I had never seen her face. The fact that we held a conversation was the most unsettling of all for not only had I seen her, she had also seen me.

    'Ready, girls?' Kate scraped her right foot on the ground, with the nails in her boots raising bright sparks.

    'Ready,' we replied in unison.

    After the rain of the previous day, the scree within the gully was damp and slippery, so we slithered upward, using our hands nearly as often as our feet. Kate set a fast pace, throwing herself upward as if it was a race although by that time only Charlie was concerned about beating the two men to the summit, or even thought about the men at all. After Mahoney's journal, I felt that any ascent of An Cailleach would count as a notable success. Twice I gasped as my ankles turned on the scree and I blessed my stout boots. I wondered how the old Highlanders had lived in this environment dressed in the great plaid and only brogues on their feet. They must have been an active, fit race of women and men.

    Little spiders ran hither and yon among the scree, racing away from these monsters that had invaded their territory. I wondered vaguely if they had stories of strange giant creatures as they gathered together in their webs, or if it was only humanity who harboured such imaginative fancies.

    The scree ended in a stretch of heather-and –glacial rocks that was much easier to ascend. There were patches of brilliant green bog between the rocks, and the hum of insects that clouded around us, seeking blood or salt or whatever it is that these biting creatures feed on.

    'Blasted midges,' Lorna flapped her hands around in a vain attempt to free herself from the increasing hordes.

    'Scotland's last line of defence,' Mary said. 'My father told me that when the Ninth Legion of Romans came here, the midges got under their armour and they were so itchy they all jumped into a loch and drowned.'

    'I can see why!' Lorna said. 'We should have used midges against the Huns rather than poison gas. It's more effective.'

    'Look!' Christine pointed upwards. 'Is that an eagle?'

    'Two eagles,' Charlie said. 'They're circling us.'

    Although the birds were high up, it was evident that they were huge. They circled Bein a Ghlo and descended, still flying in spirals, until we had a clear view of them.

    'Mahoney's journal mentioned that he saw eagles,' Lorna said.

    'I remember,' Kate was short. 'They won't bother us.'

    A slight wind rose from the west, strong enough to drive away the midges and dry our perspiration without being in the slightest bit uncomfortable. We moved on, with the eagles circling closer until we could make out the individual feathers and the predatory eyes. Every time I had seen eagles before, they had been tiny specks in the distance. Only now did I see how large they were, and how dangerous they looked.

    'Do you remember that story Duncan Og told us in the inn?' I asked.

    'Who?' Charlie was paying more attention to the eagles than to me. 'Oh, that old man. I remember.'

    'He told us about two witches that turned into eagles.'

    'Do you think these two are witches?' Charlie grinned. 'I thought witches flew on broomsticks and had pointed hats.'

    I thought of the happenings of last night. 'No,' I said. 'I don't think these two are witches. I just think it's a bit of a coincidence that Duncan Og mentioned two eagles and here we have two eagles.'

    'One flew to Badenoch,' Charlie said. 'So they wouldn't both be here.'

    Mary was beside us, fingering her rowan cross as she watched the eagles. 'I've never known eagles to come so near to people,' she said. 'I don't like them at the best of times.'

    We halted at the base of the cliff, looking for the best ascent. 'Normally one has a named route to follow,' Kate said. 'Here we must make our own.'

    'All the better,' Charlie tapped the rock. 'We'll name it Suffrage Ascension.'

    'That's a bit of a mouthful,' Mary said. 'How about Women's Success?'

    'Let's get up first,' Kate said. 'We can play with names later.'

    'Over here,' Lorna shouted. 'There's a rope up the face.'

    'We're not first then,' Charlie did not hide her disappointment.

    The ropes stretched from the foot of the cliff to the top of the overhang, secured by a series of eye bolts that had been fastened into the rock.

    'These two men have already been here.' Kate said.

    'No.' Lorna tugged at the double rope. 'This line has been here for some time. It's worn and jaded. I would not trust it.'

    'The two men did not come this way,' I reminded. 'They headed to the West face. I would guess that the Mahoney expedition left this rope. We know they came this way.'

    I pictured the scene, Mahoney, Bill and Adam standing where we stood, hammering in the eye bolts, attaching the rope and launching themselves up this cliff. I could nearly hear the clink of hammer on steel and smell the sweet tobacco of their pipes. I touched Kate on the arm. 'Are you all right?'

    'Of course,' Kate laughed. 'How secure are the pitons?'

    'They're pure steel,' Lorna pulled at the first two. 'As solid as they were the day they were put in.'

    'We'll trust them then,' Kate said.

    'We'll use our own ropes, though,' Lorna decided for us. 'These old ropes are frayed and dangerous.' She cut through the original line, attached one of ours and pulled it through the eye bolts. 'These lads knew their business,' she said.

    'I'll go up first,' Kate announced.

    Nobody argued. Kate was following her brother's footsteps. Kate was our leader; Kate had the right to lead. She started slowly until she was sure of the stability of the pitons.

    'They're perfectly secure,' Kate called out and swarmed up without looking down, eased herself over the overhang and vanished from our view.

    'Easy as pie,' Kate called down. 'Who's next?'

    'Me,' Charlie tested the rope first and pulled herself up, finding hand and footholds that soon had her beside Kate.

    'You go next,' I said to Christine.

    'I've never gone up a rope,' Christine whispered.

    'You hold the rope and walk up the cliff,' I said. 'I'll come with you.' I hoped that the rope would sustain our combined weight.

    'Yes, Brenda.' Christine said quietly. I tried to jolly her along.

    'On the count of three; one, two, and three and off we go.'

    Christine took hold of the rope in hands that appeared far too white and delicate for such an operation. Throwing me a nervous smile over her shoulder, she began to climb. I gave her a head start and followed.

    She walked herself up, gasping and hesitant but without major difficulty until she reached the overhang, where she stopped. I felt the drop pulling at us, enticing us downward.

    'On you go,' I encouraged. 'We're roped together, so there is no danger.'

    'Yes, Brenda,' Christine said.

    I watched as she hauled herself up, following the moment she reached the most critical section of the climb when she was momentarily semi-horizontal with a void behind her. She stopped, gasping, as she hung over the drop, so I came behind her. I have no love for overhangs myself. I took a deep breath.

    'One more effort,' I tried to sound as cheerful as I could, and then Lorna was pulling Christine up, I scrambled over, and we were on a spacious ledge with the wind caressing the sweat from our faces and the hills of the Rough Bounds rising before us. I saw the shoulder of An Cailleach, with mist hiding her profile like the veil of a bride on her wedding day.

    'That wasn't so bad,' Lorna said as Christine took deep breaths to control her nerves.

    'Maybe not for you,' I viewed the next stage in our assault on An Cailleach. The slopes of Bein a Ghlo rose rocky and steep to a sharp, skyward thrusting pinnacle. Even as I watched, mist formed, blotting the summit from view. Closer to hand a tiny alpine willow somehow braved the ever-present wind.

    Christine knelt beside it. 'Salix herbacea,' she breathed. 'Isn't it lovely?'

    Kate frowned. 'We've no time for flowers. We've got a hill to climb.'

    Christine stood up as we studied the route ahead. As quickly as it had arrived, the summit mist dissipated, giving us an open view of our initial destination. An Cailleach taunted us, showing us herself in part, daring us to approach and drawing her misty mask so we could not see everything, a teasing virgin on her wedding night, offering herself and pulling back again.

    'All we have to do is scramble up this hill and cross the saddle between Bein a Ghlo and An Cailleach,' Kate said. 'We can rest at the Shelter Stone and then it's a wee climb, and we're there. All Sir Garnet, as Adam used to say.'

    Charlie was standing on the ledge, drawing us all with her forehead wrinkled in concentration. 'When you're ready, ladies, we'll be on our way.'

    Kate stamped her boots on the ground. 'Follow me, girls!'

    The summit of Bein a Ghlo was a bit of a disappointment, an ice-smoothed ridge with a pinnacle of rock that was less impressive close-up than it had seemed from a distance. With An Cailleach waiting for us, we did not feel any elation, only a sensation that the real challenge lay ahead. The old folk knew their stuff when naming hills, for mist surrounded us, slow swirling to obscure anything except the most slender of views.

    To the west, the mist rose and fell, revealing a glimmer of gold as the afternoon sun illuminated the fringes of the cloud. I did not feel the breath of wind that parted the mist to unexpectedly show us our route. The saddle stretched between Bein a Ghlo and An Cailleach in a knife-edge, curving ridge with chunks of broken granite littering the top and patches of mist drifting this way and that as the wind gusted and faded. One persistent cloud hovered halfway across, where the curve of the saddle was most pronounced. Beyond that, it sloped downward so we would lose height and have to climb all over again.

    'That doesn't look too bad,' Lorna gave her opinion. 'All we have to do is hold our nerves and don't fall.'

    Charlie tapped her stick on the ridge. 'It's secure as the Castle Rock. This has been an easy climb so far.'

    I looked across the saddle, with mist boiling and writhing in the hidden vastness below. An Cailleach was showing her face, beckoning us onward. As Charlie had said, it had been easy so far. I still did not understand why nobody had ever conquered the old hag.

    'Follow me, girls,' Kate stepped boldly forward, stamped her feet to prove the ground was firm and strode on. She dislodged a tiny flake of granite that fell into the mist without a sound.

    'You next, Charlie,' Lorna said, 'then Mary and Christine. Brenda and I will be the backmarkers.' Christine was in the middle, the safest place, with experienced women in front to trail-blaze the route, and behind to ensure she did not get into trouble. Lorna was looking after the youngest member of our party.

    By the time I stepped onto the saddle, Kate was a good thirty yards in front and making good progress. The ridge sloped slightly on the western side, where the ocean wind had eroded the surface, so I kept to the very top, careful that I did not slip into the unseen depths below. I say unseen because a dense mist concealed the valley beneath us on either side. It felt as though we were walking along a stone bridge above a shifting grey mass of cloud.

    'This isn't too bad,' Christine spoke over her shoulder, echoing my earlier thoughts. 'I don't know why An Cailleach hasn't been climbed before.'

    With every hill in Scotland conquered, and women and men scaling the Alpine peaks as if they were mere lumps on the countryside, An Cailleach should present no problem. I shrugged; perhaps it was because it was so easy that the climbers had not bothered. There was no challenge to serious mountaineers, and An Cailleach was too difficult to access for the casual day wanderer.

    'We're not there yet,' Lorna warned. 'You pay attention where you put your feet, Christine. Take it one step at a time.'

    'Yes, Lorna,' Christine obeyed. I heard the scream of an eagle echoing through the mist. There was no other sound except the steady thump of our boots and the irregular tapping of our staffs. On one occasion, a drift of the wind brought us the rush of a burn or a waterfall from far below.

    Up ahead, Kate vanished into the bank of perpetual mist. Charlie followed, and then Mary. I saw Christine hesitate.

    'I'm right behind you, Christine.' I kept my voice cheerful.

    We entered the mist together with the cold clamminess enfolding us like a mother's arms, distorting sound, diminishing vision and reducing the temperature. I could see Christine as a dim figure shuffling ahead, and had a very vague view of Mary, while the two women in front had entirely vanished in that shockingly dense mist.

    'Mary, Brenda…' Christine's voice wavered. 'Are you there?'

    'We're still here,' I called out in false jollity. I fought my desire to reach out and touch Christine's shoulder, knowing that she might start. I had a terrifying vision of her sliding over the edge and vanishing into the mist.

    We were moving slower now, feeling our way along that treacherous ridge with the hellish drop on either side.

    'Stop!' Kate's voice called out, clarion-clear from the front. 'There's a gap here. We can't go any further.'
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    I felt Charlie's dismay. 'I'm not giving up,' she said.

    'We must if Kate says so.' Christine did not sound too disappointed.

    'Let me see.' Lorna had caught up with me. 'Stand aside ladies, and I'll squeeze past you.'

    I did as Lorna asked; although how she managed to inch past on that narrow ridge I will never know. Lorna was like that; she remained at the background until times of need and then she was there, quiet and competent. She stepped to the front, and I joined them, although Charlie was far more experienced in the hills than I was.

    The ridge curved ahead for another ten yards and then abruptly fell away in a great cleft, as though one of the Norse Gods had taken his axe and cloven the solid rock with a single mighty chop. With the mist so thick, we could not see how far the gap extended. Somewhere above us, the eagle screamed again as if in mockery.

    'That's awkward,' Lorna said. 'Maybe we could climb down and up the other side.'

    We craned our necks to look. The ridge fell away in a vertical drop, smooth as glass until it vanished into the mist. Grey-white tendrils snaked around us, writhing and coiling at our feet.

    'I can't see a single hold,' Kate said. 'Does anybody have any ideas?'

    I kept silent. If experienced climbers such as Lorna and Kate were baffled, I had nothing to contribute. Lorna got down on her hands and knees. 'If only this mist would clear,' she said. 'Wait now! Just look down there.'

    We looked where Lorna indicated. Set into the rock was a sturdy pair of pitons, both holding a length of rope that stretched across the gap into the unknown.

    'How on earth did we miss that?' Kate asked.

    'Goodness knows,' Lorna got to her feet. 'One minute I saw nothing and the next it seemed to appear. The mist must have hidden it.'

    'What is it?' Christine asked.

    'A rope bridge, silly,' Kate said. 'Adam and I used to make them between trees in the grounds of the house.'

    'Oh how I wish we had grounds like that,' Mary said. 'On land stolen from the peasants, no doubt.'

    'Shoosh, Mary,' Lorna threw her a frown. 'Carry on, Kate.'

    'One has to balance on one's hands and knees and drag oneself over,' Kate ignored Mary's comments.

    'I don't fancy that much,' Charlie peered into the mist. 'I can't even see how far it goes.'

    'Oh, it's easy enough,' Kate said. 'Once you have your balance you just carry on. The only thing is, don't look down.' She smiled. 'Adam and I used to throw stones at each other when we were in the middle.'

    'I can imagine that,' Mary said.

    'You two were close, weren't you?' Charlie asked.

    Kate shrugged and said nothing.

    'How secure is that rope?' Lorna asked. Before we could reply she had slid down to the nearest piton and taken told of the line. 'It's in surprisingly good condition,' Lorna said. 'The rope is hardly worn at all.'

    The vision came unbidden. I saw three men working away, one hammering in the pitons and the others attaching the rope. They were laughing, enjoying themselves as they worked. The tallest man wore a tweed jacket and had a pipe at the side of his mouth, around which he gave cheerful orders.

    'The Mahoney expedition,' I said.

    'It could be nobody else,' Kate agreed. 'If Adam secured it, then it will stay secure, and the rope will be of the finest quality.'

    'Of course,' Mary said.

    Charlie took out her notebook and began to sketch the slender rope bridge. 'This will bring more drama to my article.'

    'Oh, hang your article,' Mary said.

    Lorna stared across the void. 'I think I can see the far side. It's not too far away.'

    'Let me see,' Kate scrambled to her side. 'Oh. Yes,' she said and threw us a massive grin. 'Nothing ventured, nothing gained, girls!' Pushing her stick through the straps of her rucksack and without another word, she crouched on the twin ropes, pushed herself forward and began to crawl along. 'This is like the old days!'

    'Be careful,' Lorna shouted as we watched her vanish into the mist.

    'We're lucky there's no wind,' Lorna said. 'I'd hate to try this in a gale.'

    'Thank God for small mercies,' Mary said. 'I can't even see Kate now.'

    We waited for Kate to cross, holding our breaths and biting our lips. I am sure that Christine's mouth moved in silent prayer, although for what outcome I was not sure. After what seemed like hours but was probably only five or ten minutes, Kate's voice sounded.

    'It's safe as houses, girls! About forty yards and you're on the far side, and the saddle continues. Who's next?'

    'Me,' Charlie said at once, tucking away her notebook.

    'If I were a giant I would cross in a single step,' Christine said.

    'Maybe these old witches made this to keep An Cailleach secure,' Mary said. 'Now there's a name for it, the Witch's Step.'

    'Good name,' Lorna approved. 'As far as I know, it's not on the map, so let's call it that.'

    And so the Witch's Step was named, the first feature in the Rough Bounds to be named by female climbers from Edinburgh.

    We crossed one by one, with even Christine managing the double rope bridge with hardly a qualm and only minimal fuss. Once across, the saddle continued in a smooth curve that eased toward the veiled bulk of An Cailleach.

    'We're getting lower all the time,' Lorna pointed out.

    She was correct. The saddle sloped downward, now gentle, now reasonably steep, so we were losing hundreds of feet as we continued.

    'Now we have to climb upward again.' I said. 'All that effort wasted. No wonder nobody comes to this hill.'

    'It's a bit disheartening,' Charlie said. 'On the other hand, it makes the final conquest all the more worthwhile.'

    The saddle descended at least fifteen hundred feet, so we were only a few hundred feet above sea level when it merged with the bulk of An Cailleach. As we stepped onto the ribbed granite, a sudden cold blast from the sea greeted us, ruffling our hair and forcing Christine to pull her jacket tighter.

    'Is that it? We've arrived on the dark mountain?' Charlie had stopped to face the direction in which we had come. She drew a quick sketch of the saddle, with mist shrouding the Witch's Step, and then added another sketch that showed Kate crawling along the fragile bridge with her pack balanced on her back. 'Is this finally An Cailleach?'

    'It is,' Lorna confirmed.

    We stood on the granite flanks with mist slithering and fraying around us and the peak itself capped by white cloud. I fought my sudden urge to remove my boots and socks and feel the ground under my bare feet. There was a voice inside my head, the words formless. I was not afraid.

    'I can hear the sea,' Christine lifted her head, smiling. 'Listen.'

    'It's not surprising,' Kate growled at her. 'We're on a peninsula that sticks out into the Atlantic.'

    'I hear it as well,' Lorna said. 'Look.'

    A slight breeze was fragmenting the mist to permit us a glimpse of a horseshoe-shaped beach of glorious white sand, where wavelets washed the shore in near pristine clarity.

    'That's beautiful,' Charlie said. 'I must draw it. Is that on the map?'

    Lorna shook her head. 'Not as such. If this beach were near Edinburgh or Glasgow, day trippers would flock to it, and here we have it all to ourselves.'

    'That's something else for my article,' Charlie said. 'If only we had the time to spare to investigate properly.'

    'Why don't we?' Christine asked. 'It looks lovely.'

    'Come on, girls,' Kate had to lead the way as we trundled down what proved to be a gentle slope to the shore.

    Backed by patches of wind-twisted bramble, the beach was of soft sand and outcrops of seaweed- encrusted rock with a tinge of sunshine made more welcome by its unexpectedness. A single palm tree stood slightly apart as if aware it was an alien intruder in this harsh northern coast.

    'Well, this is lovely,' Lorna said. 'It's a taste of paradise after the trials of the hills. What a contrast!'

    I could only agree. My boots sunk into soft sand as the sun glittered on gentle surf. 'Why is the sea so serene?' I looked further out, 'oh, I see.' A line of skerries broke the force of the North Atlantic rollers. Surf surged in serried silver ranks, the regular boom echoing from the flanks of An Cailleach. 'It's like a lagoon,' I said, 'a Scottish lagoon. Pure paradise.'

    Kate laughed. 'I'll have to get my father to blast a road through,' she said. 'It would bring in money for the estate.'

    'And that's all the estate cares about,' Mary bit at her. 'More wealth.'

    'More wealth and more jobs,' Kate retaliated. 'With the post-war recession and the huge toll of unemployed I'm surprised you don't agree with anything that brings jobs to people or are you more concerned about reliving things that happened a hundred years ago?'

    'That's enough, you two,' Lorna said. 'Rather than argue, why don't we all enjoy this beautiful place?'

    'We have a mountain to climb,' Charlie seemed to regret her decision to visit. 'We're wasting time.'

    'I don't care,' Kate said. 'I've never been here before, and this is a delightful surprise.'

    'There used to be a ceasg here, a mermaid.' Mary said. 'She sat on these skerries there, either as a harbinger of storms or singing to entice seamen to their deaths.'

    'Mermaids, monsters and things that go bump in the night,' Kate laughed. 'You know that these stories are all nonsense.'

    I looked again at the skerries, picturing a long-haired mermaid sitting on top amongst the bursting spray and spindrift. All at once I felt a slight uneasiness, some indefinable dread, as though the mist from An Cailleach had slithered over Edinburgh's Botanic Garden on a bright April morning. I shivered and shook away the image.

    'Did the locals not fish from here?' Charlie asked.

    'No.' Mary shook her head. 'The skerries stop access. No boat could pass through them.'

    'Well, I for one think we deserve a break,' Lorna said, 'and what better place to take one?'

    With my disquiet banished, I could only agree. The atmosphere was unlike any other part of the peninsula. This soft beach was a suntrap, and we removed our rucksacks and piled them under the palm tree. I would not have been surprised to see coconuts and exotic birds chattering under the fronds.

    'How did a palm tree get here?' Kate asked.

    'It's a Cordyline australis or cabbage palm,' Christine spoke quietly, as though ashamed of her knowledge. 'The skerries will shelter the bay from the prevailing winds while the Gulf Stream warms the sea and brings in seeds from the tropics.'

    'All right, clever clogs,' Kate said. 'I knew I should have caned you more at school.'

    I felt an immediate rush of anger toward Kate. I was not sure whether it was a general dislike of bullying or a desire to protect elfin little Christine. Either way, I called out, 'I didn't know that, Christine. Thank you for telling me. Never mind Kate; she is just jealous.'

    Ignoring Kate's evil look, I walked over to examine the cabbage palm. It was warm to the touch, a lonely stranger. 'I know how you feel,' I whispered.

    'First in the sea!' Lorna said. 'Come on ladies!'

    'No!' Charlie yelled. 'We're not here to have fun!'

    'I am!' Lorna said. 'Come on Charlotte!'

    I could not help laughing at the expression on Charlie's face as Lorna plumped herself onto the sand, unfastened her boots and then tore off her clothes. Naked as the day she was born, she scampered down the beach and plunged into the sea.

    'It's hardly even cold!' She yelled. 'Come on in!'

    'Me next,' Mary said, following Lorna's example.

    'We've got a hill to climb.' Charlie said. 'We have to beat the men, remember?'

    We ignored Charlie's protests as one by one we stripped and ran to the water's edge. Perhaps because of the influence of the Gulf Stream, the water was warmer than I expected and certainly far warmer than the North Sea on the opposite coast. My feet sank into soft sand as I walked up to my thighs and then ducked under to swim half way to the offshore skerries. Lorna waved to me, smiling, turned and swam away. Mary and Kate raced as far as the skerries and returned. We were all laughing and shouting, and eventually, even Charlie joined us.

    'Glad you could make it,' Lorna laughed.

    'Glad I did,' Charlie said. For all her severe suffragettism – is there such a word? Well, there is now – for all her severe suffragettism, Charlie could be good fun when she relaxed. Like Kate, she never bore a grudge, except to men, of course. She dived under the water, surfaced beside Lorna and ducked her under. Within a few minutes, we were capering like schoolgirls, with only Christine not venturing far from the shore.

    'Come on Christine!' I shouted, 'out you come! The water's lovely.'

    'I can't swim,' Christine said. 'I'm fine here.'

    'I'm not a strong swimmer either,' I said. 'It's safe in here.'

    'Chrissy can't swim,' Kate mocked. 'Little Chrissy never did learn to swim. Come here Chrissy, and we'll look after you.'

    Splashing across to Christine, Kate took her by the arm and propelled her into deeper water.

    'No, please Kate.'

    'She's scared,' Lorna said. 'Leave her alone, Kate.'

    'It's for her own good,' Kate was laughing as she pulled Christine into ever deeper water, first to her waist, then her breasts. 'Come along Chrissie, time you learned!'

    We watched as Kate put a hand on Christine's head and pushed her under, laughing as Christine struggled to escape. 'Go on, little Chrissie, learn to swim.'

    The image slid into my mind, a group of schoolgirls at a swimming bath with the tiles white and the voices echoing. A youthful Kate and another girl I did not know were swinging Christine by her arms and legs, 'one, two, three' and tossing her into the water, laughing as their victim screamed. I could read the panic in Christine's face and the pleasure in the features of her tormentors.

    'I think it's no longer funny.' Stepping forward, I gripped Kate's forearm. 'Best leave Christine alone now. I know you are only in fun.'

    Kate stared at me as if trying to work out who I was. 'She's fine.'

    'She's scared,' I retained my hold on Kate's arm, gradually raising it so Christine could resurface. 'Are you all right, Christine?'

    'Yes, thank you.' Gasping for breath, Christine wiped water from her eyes. She was white-faced and shaken.

    'Kate was only playing,' I tried to keep the peace between the two.

    'I know,' Christine said. 'We were at school together.' She forced a smile. 'Kate used to play all the time there.'

    I wondered what sort of playing Kate had done at school. I could imagine her as the boisterous school bully or the officious prefect picking on the younger and weaker pupils. For a second I imagined how she would react if I took hold of her and ducked her under the water.

    No, that was not how I acted. I cannot cure a bully by bullying.

    'Maybe we'd best get back to the hill,' I said. What had been a magical place only a few moments ago was now tainted by childish cruelty.

    'No, it's all right, really,' Christine said. 'We're best friends.'

    Christine was lying. The desperation in her eyes did not stem from friendship.

    'I know that,' I said.

    'What's that over there?' Lorna had been an interested observer. Now she pointed to the furthest corner of our little queendom. 'Something is floating in the water.'

    I watched as she splashed toward it. Lorna was a picture of innocence, a young woman on a sublime beach with afternoon sunshine gleaming from her naked shoulders and along the swell of her hips. For one minute I imagined her as a nymph in Arcadia, fresh and wholesome. The artist William Adolphe Bouguereau could not have created a more evocative image than we presented on that secluded Hebridean beach. Charlie must have had the same idea for she had retreated to the beach to perch on a rounded rock and sketch our antics.

    'You'd best come here, ladies.' The tone of Lorna's voice warned us that all was not perfect in paradise. 'Not you, Christine. You stay there.'

    'Why not me?' Naturally, the command to remain only heightened Christine's curiosity and she ran through the water, raising great splashes that rose high and sparkled diamond bright before falling again.

    'No, Christine.' Lorna shook her head. 'Brenda, can you hold her back, please?'

    As well could Canute try to stem the tide than I could try to restrain a curious woman. Christine was first to reach Lorna, and we all followed, eager to see what she had found.

    Our eagerness did not last. The two bodies floated on the surface of the water, one face up and the other face down, roped together in death as they had been in life. Neither man could have been older than thirty.

    'That's the two men who were attempting An Cailleach,' Kate said.

    Mary nodded. 'The mountain got them.'

    'That's a strange thing to say.' I did not say that I thought the same thing.

    Mary shrugged. 'It's true. Poor chaps. They must have fallen off.'

    No, I thought. An Cailleach threw them off.

    'Obviously!' Kate said.

    I looked upward where the cliffs and steep slopes of An Cailleach merged with the ever-present mist. 'I thought they were going up the western face, not the southern.'

    'They must have changed their mind.' Kate put me down with a withering look. She had not forgiven me for stopping her little game with Christine.

    With the offshore skerries trapping them in the bay, the two men bobbed on tiny waves. Used to witnessing death, Lorna began to drag them to shore. Kate and I helped, with Christine keeping back and Charlie sketching furiously.

    'Their rope is frayed,' Lorna held up the trailing end. 'It must have caught on a sharp rock.'

    'Maybe it was poor quality,' Kate said. 'They might not have taken An Cailleach seriously as it's not even a Munro.'

    'Wartime economies,' Lorna shook her head. 'It is a reminder what a dangerous sport we have chosen.'

    Mary touched her rowan cross and the blue crystal she had worn even in the water. 'Maybe it was the death of these men that the Watcher by the Ford warned us about,' she said. 'Maybe we are safe now.'

    About to blast her for superstitious nonsense, I changed my mind and my words. 'That will be it,' Mary. 'The woman at the ford was warning these poor chaps, not us.' Given my recent experiences, I could hardly condemn anybody for supernatural beliefs. That is two shrouds less; two out of the five.

    Charlie completed her rough sketch and came to help. 'Look on the bright side, ladies. We will be the first to conquer the hill. We'll still beat the men.'

    'That's hardly important now,' Lorna said. 'Any death is a tragedy, and these men's lives were every bit as valuable as any woman's.'

    Shrugging, Charlie looked away. 'If you say so.'

    We dragged the men up the sand and laid them side by side under the cabbage palm. They looked quiet there, two handsome young men in that place of terrible beauty.

    'We should go back to the Inn and report their deaths,' Lorna said.

    'Why?' Kate responded. 'Would that bring them back? They're dead, and that's an end to it.'

    'We came to conquer An Cailleach, and that's what we'll do,' Charlie said. 'In a way, this makes our expedition ever better. Imagine the headlines when a party of women return, not only as the first to ascent the dark mountain but also the discoverers of the men who failed.'

    'We'd best go back,' Mary said. 'She's warned us how dangerous she can be.'

    'Who has warned us?' Kate asked.

    'She has,' Mary nodded to the hill. 'An Cailleach, the old woman.'

    'It's only a hill,' Kate said, 'not a living being. You are really stupid sometimes, Mary.'

    I kept quiet, not wishing to share my thoughts. I felt An Cailleach watching and knew she was inside my head.

    'Maybe Mary's right,' Lorna said. 'We'd best return. It's not proper that we should find these men and carry on as if nothing has happened.'

    'We've come this far,' Kate said. 'We're over the worst with that saddle and the Witch's Step. The deaths of these men prove that this hill is not easy, so let's carry on. Let's get up there and back down, let's show the world what women can do.'

    'I'm with you, Kate,' Charlie agreed at once.

    'You agree, don't you, Christine?' Kate said.

    'Yes,' Christine looked at her feet as if ashamed of her decision.

    'I don't know,' Lorna looked up at the granite bulk of An Cailleach, just as a slant of wind shifted the mist. For one glorious minute, the hill revealed herself to us, squat, moody, with impressive multi-coloured cliffs veined with pink granite through dark Lewisian Gneiss. The sun touched on the last of the summer's wildflowers, sea pinks, primula scotia and others I did not know, brilliant life on stark granite. Deep dark gulleys seamed An Cailleach's flanks, the marks of dignified old age. I could feel her presence, I could feel her watching us, and nearly hear her inner voice.

    Gin ye daur, An Cailleach whispered to me. If you dare.

    It was a direct personal challenge. I lifted my chin in response. I had done nothing with my life. I had no idea who my parents were, and my attempts to find out had foundered on the rock of ignorance. I did not know where to begin to look, and nobody else cared enough to help. I had wandered through my childhood, eased through education and spent more time day-dreaming than planning for the future. Lorna had been an ambulance driver and had saved lives in the war. Mary spoke two languages. Kate was heir to vast lands. Charlie was a self-made woman, a reporter and journalist who had been active for the suffragette cause. Christine? I did not know much about Christine. She seemed to be Kate's follower and a target for Kate's ill humour and sadistic streak.

    I was the least of them all, and now An Cailleach had challenged me.

    Gin ye daur.

    I looked up at the hill again, wondering about the appeal of this tremendous magnetic chunk of gneiss and granite that lowered over the Rough Quarter. In the sunshine, she seemed like any other hill, not as dramatic as the more famous Sutherland peaks, not as dominating as Ben Nevis, not as shapely as Schiehallion, just a high hill on the edge of the sea. Why was she avoided and why did she attract me like no other?

    I looked down at the two bodies underneath the palm tree. An Cailleach had flicked them from her body as if they were nothing. She had sucked in the Mahoney party and kept them from the ken of Man, and now she was waiting for us, mocking as we pondered whether we should continue or not.

    'Brenda?' Kate was looking at me. 'Don't tell me that you're scared.'

    'I'm not scared,' I said. 'I think we should continue.'

    'That's a majority to continue,' Kate said.

    I looked up at An Cailleach just as a cloud blotted out the sun. My vote had been decisive. From now on I could take the praise for any success we had, or accept the blame for any disasters. An Cailleach had issued her challenge with a smiling face. I had accepted, and she had closed up again. I had dared.
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    Rain swept in from the sea, propelling us up the slope we had come down in such happy curiosity, dampening the leaves of the lonely palm, and beading on the dead bodies of the men we left behind.

    'The domination of men has passed,' Charlie said. 'The time for women is about to begin.'

    'Now there's a good quote for your article,' Lorna was tackling the slope long-strided with her rucksack high on her back, her climbing rope looped at her waist and her boots clacking on the stony ground.

    However energetic Lorna may have been, Kate was well in front, marching up the hill with her hips and shoulders swaying and her head out-thrust. Without a doubt, she was the most determined woman I had ever met.

    I watched Kate for a while, wondering what made her as she was. Perhaps she had inherited her drive from generations of achieving ancestors, with the ruthlessness necessary to rise up the social scale, grab tens of thousands of acres of land and hold onto it through the rollercoaster of history. Maybe it was merely part of her personality, forcing her on, proving herself or testing herself. I did not know.

    I did know that I admired her, whatever her faults. I also knew that we were not alone on that hillside. I had accepted An Cailleach's challenge, and now she beckoned me on. That woman was in front of Kate, matching her pace for pace and occasionally looking over her shoulder, holding me with her gaze, enticing me onward and upward.

    'Who are you?' I mouthed the question, knowing that she would hear me.

    The woman gave a small, enigmatic smile, turned her head away and drifted into the increasingly heavy rain. Although I had a clear view of her face, the second she turned away I forgot it. I could not describe a single feature except the dark intensity of her eyes.

    'We should not have delayed so long at the beach,' Lorna had to raise her voice above the hammer of the rain.

    'If we hadn't' I said, 'we would not have found these men and An Cailleach would have another mystery.' Strangely I was not upset about finding the dead climbers. Unlike Charlie I was not overly concerned about being first up the mountain, so had no feeling of triumph to tamper any true sorrow over a death. I just accepted the fact that these two men had been alive and now they were dead. I had not known them, I would not mourn them, and I did not think their deaths made my journey any more perilous.

    Does that sound terribly selfish of me? I think it does, but I am resolved to write the truth and so I shall.

    'Come on, girls!' Kate stopped to encourage us. I will never forget that image of her, standing on a prominent rock above us with her legs apart and the wind tossing her raven-black hair. Ignoring the rain that dripped from her bare head and the ends of her jacket, she leaned on her long stick and smiled down on us, like an elder sister or a benevolent Girl Guide leader. That was the best side of Kate, our leader.

    'We're coming.' Lorna said.

    'We're going to the Shelter Stone,' Kate told us.

    'We would be faster going directly up the hill,' Charlie said.

    'There's no need for speed,' Kate said. 'We're the only people here.' She lowered her voice. 'We're the only people left and better to go slow and get there in one piece than rush and end up like these men we left under the palm.' Kate glanced at Christine. 'Under the cabbage palm.'

    The reminder sobered us.

    'Besides, I wish to visit the Shelter Stone,' Kate said. 'We might never be here again, and it would be a shame not to see all we can.'

    'I've already seen enough of this mountain,' Lorna said softly. 'It kills people.'

    Nobody else dissented. Kate had that effect on people. We followed her like religious devotees, trudging up an increasingly steep slope with the wind now howling around outcrops of broken rock, driving rain against our backs and blowing our hair into mad tangles over our eyes.

    'It's over here!' Kate still strode ahead, her boots crunching on the fragmented stone and her stick clicking rhythmically. 'Here we are, girls,' she shouted. Her voice echoed hollowly on that grim slope. 'In we go.'

    The Shelter Stone suited its name. It was little more than a shelf of granite leaning at an angle from the face of the mountain, with space beneath which a dozen people could sit in relative comfort.

    We followed Kate under the stone, touching the cold granite and searching for a comfortable place to sit. 'This is cosy,' Lorna said as she slid down at the furthest corner.

    The stone did its job, immediately stopping the blast of wind and rain. I took off my cap comforter and wrung out the water. Pushing aside the memory of the two dead climbers, I grinned to Lorna.

    'Somebody's been here before us.' Mary kicked at an empty bottle that lay on the ground.

    'Probably an earlier climbing expedition,' Lorna said. 'Another one that failed or they would have told the world that they defeated An Cailleach.'

    'They've left their mark on the wall,' Mary pointed to a spot directly above her head. 'You'd better see this Kate.'

    The names were beautifully carved into the granite. Mike. Bill. Adam.

    Kate joined Mary. She traced Adam's name with her finger. 'They got this far.' She said.

    'We're following their footsteps,' I agreed as Charlie scribbled notes down.

    'I wonder,' Kate spoke so quietly that I could hardly make her out. 'I wonder if maybe he's still alive somehow. Maybe trapped here or living as a hermit.'

    'Not after this length of time,' Charlie said. 'This is Scotland, not the far Pacific or Africa or somewhere. Robinson Crusoe was only a story.'

    'You're right,' Kate said. 'I was being a silly, and that's Chrissie's job.'

    I caught the anger in Christine's glance. 'Are we staying here all night?' I had no desire to hear Kate reminisce about perfect Adam, 'or shall we push on for the summit.'

    'I say we push on,' Charlie said. 'It's only three o'clock. There's plenty of daylight left, and we're over the worst. We can be up and back here before it's fully dark.'

    'It's been easy so far,' Lorna said. 'The only slightly awkward parts were the cliff face with the overhang and the Witch's Step, and we managed both without any drama. I can't understand why nobody's done this before.'

    'Maybe somebody has,' I decided to be provocative. 'Maybe they just didn't talk about it.'

    Charlie looked daggers at me. 'We'll be the first to scale An Cailleach and return to talk about it,' she said. 'People will name this route after us. Women's Triumph, we'll call it, and show the world that we are equal to any man.'

    'How about Suffragette's Success,' Lorna said. 'Or simply, Kate Gordon's Route. After all, Katie is the mainspring here so naming it after her is the only proper thing to do.'

    I intercepted Kate's smile. Well said, Lorna, I thought. It must have been a shock for Kate to see her brother's name carved into the rock.

    'We'll have to get back soon,' I said. 'I've only got half a dozen sandwiches left, and I get cranky when I don't get my marmalade.'

    'Oh, we can't have you without marmalade,' Lorna was laughing. 'Now we will definitely have to crack on.'

    'No.' Kate said. 'We've done enough for one day.'

    'You want to stay where Adam was,' I felt as if I could read Kate's thoughts, or was it her feelings? My powers of empathy had increased since we crossed the ford.

    'I'm only thinking of the group,' Kate said. I knew she was lying. 'Chrissie got a fright climbing that cliff. I think she needs to rest for a while.'

    'Resting is fine but how about our food supplies? How about poor Brenda's marmalade?' Lorna asked.

    'We've plenty for tonight,' Kate said. 'If we get going early tomorrow we can get up and back. It will be a long day, but knowing we've conquered An Cailleach will buoy us up.'

    'Or girl us up,' Charlie smiled to hide her disappointment. 'We will still be first to conquer An Cailleach.'

    'Adam might have been first,' Kate reminded quickly. 'We know he got this far and I can't think of any reason why he would turn back. He was not the sort of man to give up.'

    'Well either he did, or he died,' Charlie said. 'Either way, we'll be first to conquer An Cailleach and return to claim the hill, It's a big success for women, Kate and you should be proud to be part of it, rather than bleating about some man who happens to share your biological parents.'

    I heard Kate's sharp intake of breath and wondered if she would slap Charlie. I would have.

    I tried to like Charlie, I really did. I certainly admired her for her thrust and determination, for her desire to be successful in a career dominated by men. But I did not like her. I found her constant anti-male tirades tiresome and her refusal to grant any man credit pointless.

    'Are you scared of men, Charlie?' I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips.

    Charlie stiffened. Her look was poisonous. 'No, Brenda. I want to make men scared of me.'

    'Why?' I knew I was damaging any chance of friendship with Charlie, but some perverse streak within me insisted that I continue. Besides, my interference gave Kate time to plan her retaliation.

    Charlie was ready with a quick reply. 'I want to pay them back for centuries of male oppression. Men have enslaved us for too long. It's our turn now.'

    'I don't want to enslave any man, or anybody else,' I said. 'I doubt that Lorna does, either, or Mary or Christine.' I winked at little Christine to show I was not insulting her. 'I'm not sure about Kate though.' I gave a slow smile as if I had intended to be humorous all along.

    'Oh, I'd love a man as a slave,' Kate deliberately turned her shoulder to Charlie. 'Imagine what fun I would have with him.' She gave a big grin that made me smile and brought colour to Christine's face.

    'And here's me thinking that Christine was your only slave,' Lorna said.

    'Oh, no, Chrissie and I are the best of friends,' Kate said. 'If anything, I am her slave, always helping her through life when she can't cope.'

    I added no more to this conversation that I had started. Christine looked down at the ground until Lorna touched her shoulder.

    'It's all right, Christine,' Lorna said. 'We know you're not a slave driver.'

    'You don't know her as well as I do,' Kate jeered.

    I was watching closely as poor Christine shook her head. At that minute I wanted to give her a hug. She seemed as friendless as I was myself.

    'Come on, Brenda,' Mary took me by the arm. 'Let's leave these women to their silly games. I want to see something of this An Cailleach. After all, my family should still live here.'

    Wondering if there would be bloodshed in my absence, I allowed Mary to take me outside. The rain had eased to a succession of drizzly showers, leaving the ground sodden and running with excess water through which we splashed. As so often happens in the west, the rain cleared abruptly so I could see the Shelter Stone in its own context. We were part way up a gradually steepening slope, with what appeared to a vertical cliff between us and the summit and half Scotland spread out below.

    Drifting on vibrating wings, a whaup called, the sound enhancing the feeling of desolation more profound than anything I can describe. I took a deep breath, started when I saw a pair of wild goats observing us from a ledge a hundred feet above and wished I were somewhere else. I had never felt more unsettled than I did at that moment.

    'This is an uncanny place.' I said.

    'What do you mean?' Mary looked sharply at me.

    'I did not like Tigh-na-Beiste.' I said. 'And this place,' I hesitated, 'there's something very wrong here.'

    'I like it here,' Mary said. 'I belong here.'

    'I'm not sure that I do.' I habitually sought out the wild places. I preferred them to urban centres where I was a stranger among groups of friends. In the desolation of the hills, nobody cares about a solitary walker yet here, the atmosphere was wrong. I could not say why; there was not the malevolence of Tigh-na-Beiste, there was no sense of oppression, it just felt out of kilter as if it did not belong to the rest of Scotland or even to the rest of the world. An Cailleach was as out of place as I was myself. Can a hill be a stranger?

    'Even you can't deny that the views are spectacular,' Mary pointed downward. 'That is utter beauty.'

    I had not noticed the small loch before. It lay in a corrie, shadowed by the surrounding stony slopes and lonely under the rain-laden autumnal sky. Flurries of wind lifted ripples across the surface. Impressive it certainly was, but at that moment I did not see any beauty.

    'I cannot deny the drama,' I agreed. 'There is an amazing majesty here.'

    'You see?' Mary was prepared to be magnanimous now that I had agreed one point with her. 'It's not so bad.'

    'What do they call this place?' I looked down at the lochan, the small loch, with the gushing outflow that gurgled down the rocky slope to the dark depths below.

    'Poll nan ban,' Mary spoke without consulting any map. 'It means Pool of the Women, so it suits us.'

    'It's very inviting,' I said. From where had that come? I had no inclination to venture to that forbidding place.

    'Oh, you like it now?' I was not sure if Mary was sarcastic or genuine. There seemed to be two Marys here, the modern woman who I had known in Edinburgh and the woman who reverted to speaking and possibly thinking in Gaelic.

    I studied the lochan. From up here, it appeared innocent, virgin water surrounded by slender beaches of either white sand or small pebbles, I could not be sure. Yet there was something wrong. I did not know what. 'I don't think I would like to go there.'

    'Don't worry, you won't have to,' Mary said sharply. 'It's not on our route. The old folk, before the Clearances, avoided it as well.'

    Mary walked away. For one minute she was silhouetted against the dying sun, a long-haired woman with the pride and long memory of the Gael. Seen like that, Mary was timeless, only her mode of dress belonged to this 20th century. Her attitude and appearance would fit into any age.

    That strange woman returned, standing between Mary and me. She turned to face me, fixed me with those intense eyes and then stepped back.

    I saw Mary falling into space, falling toward greyness. I heard her scream and stretched forward to help. I could not reach her. Mary was falling, falling forever into a damp abyss. I could not move. I could not help. I could only stand and watch. The strange woman reappeared, and Mary was back on the skyline, safe as if she was walking in her own front room, which in a way she was.

    What was happening to me?

    I heard the sound twice before it registered and even then I was not afraid. 'Did you hear that too?' Mary called out to me.

    'I did,' I said. 'Like somebody crying.'

    'It was that,' Mary's accent had altered over the last few days. She always had a twist of Gaelic within her words. Now it was pronounced.

    'We'd better go and see,' I walked across to Mary, wondering if that strange woman was responsible for the weeping.

    'We'd better not!' Mary took hold of my arm. 'That sound was nothing human.'

    For some reason, Mary's words did not surprise me. There were too many mysteries here, too many unexplained events that pulled at my reason. 'What do you think it was? Was it a vixen perhaps?'

    'It was a caoineag, what the Irish know as a banshee.'

    'I've heard of banshees,' I said. 'I thought they were only in tales.'

    'You thought that about the washerwoman at the ford as well,' Mary said.

    'I think there is too much happening in this little peninsula.' I said. 'I'll be glad to get back to reality.' Yet at the same time, I wanted to unravel the secrets and find out what was happening here. In particular, I wished to know who that mysterious woman was and if she, the washerwoman and the caoneag were one and the same.

    'We know the caoneag as the weeping one,' Mary said. 'She wails and cries on the hillside through the hours of darkness.'

    The cry came again, a low, long-drawn-out howl that ended in a bout of bitter sobbing.

    'I have to look,' I stepped away from Mary with my curiosity overcoming my unease. The rational side of me denied any possibility of a caoneag, as it shied away from the washerwoman at the ford. Yet I had seen the image of the Clearance victims and that strange woman who slipped in and out of my life or my mind. From where had that wailing come?

    A thousand stars accompanied the scimitar moon, reflecting on Poll nan Ban far below and spreading faint light across the rugged landscape. I followed our route of the previous day and looked forward to the climb we faced on the morrow. An Cailleach loomed over us, her bulk more impressive now we were sitting on her lap, so to speak.

    The caoneag wailed again, the sound seemingly wrenched from a soul in torment. The hairs on the back of my head stood up in sympathy, yet now I was not afraid. I knew that this creature, whatever it was, meant no harm to me.

    'Who are you?' I called. 'What do you want?'

    There was no reply. I had not expected a reply.

    'Is there anything I can do to help?' I did not shout the words but allowed the wind to carry them to their destination. 'You sound upset.'

    The wailing sounded again. Long drawn out and low, it bubbled across the desolate hills and from the lochan far below.

    'Come back in,' Mary had followed me. 'It's not wise to search for the caoneag.'

    'I don't think it will harm us,' I said.

    'I have not heard of anybody ever looking for it,' Mary took hold of my sleeve. 'It's a creature of the night, something supernatural, rather like a vampire or such like. It's best to leave these things alone.' She lowered her voice. 'Please Brenda, leave it alone.'

    Mary was so sincere I could only assent. 'All right then, Mary.' I looked around the landscape. Clouds now obscured the moon, so only faint starlight reflected on the lochan far below. Looking down, I shivered. 'Now I am not sure if I really like this place,' I said, 'or if I really dislike it.' Something had happened to me during the last ten minutes. I did not know what it was.

    'My blood is here,' Mary took hold of my arm. 'Or at least my blood is in Penrioch. Generation after generation of my family farmed and lived here.' She took a deep breath. 'My grandmother asked permission to be buried here when she died. The landowner refused.'

    'That was unkind,' I said.

    'I thought so, too.' Mary took a deep breath. 'I want to die here,' she said. 'I want to die where I should live, where my ancestors lived for centuries.'

    'You're too young to even think about dying,' I said. 'By the time that comes, you might have made enough money to purchase this place and bring it back to life.'

    Mary snorted. 'The Gael should purchase most of the Highlands and bring them back to life,' she said. 'Somebody once said the Highlands are the mere playground of idle sportocracy. It is terrible that so much of our country is only used for the wealthy to kill things.'

    'It will change,' I said. 'Time changes everything. Maybe now that women have the vote we can make things better.'

    'Maybe,' Mary said. 'And maybe women such as Kate Gordon will ensure things remain just as they are.'

    'She's not all bad,' I said.

    'Her type should be removed from the earth forever so only their memory survives as a reminder of how cruel humans can be.' Mary's voice was low and passionate.

    I was strangely relieved when the caoneag wailed again, as if in mourning for the desolation of the Highlands. I turned around. That strange woman was twenty paces away, watching me through intense eyes. 'Who are you?' I shouted.

    'The caoneag won't reply,' Mary said. 'Come back to the Shelter Stone.'

    'Please, tell me who you are!' I shouted again. The only reply came from the wind although for a second I also saw a man watching me. I had seen him before, standing beside the strange woman back at the inn. I followed Mary to the Shelter Stone with a score of images crammed into my head and confusion in my heart.

    The other women were sleeping, with Kate on her back with both hands behind her head and Christine snuggled up close to her. I could not kill my jealousy. I wished I had a friend who cared for me to that extent. I wished I had a friend.
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    Dawn flushed the eastern sky with diffused pink light, silhouetting the tumbled hills of west Sutherland and Ross in a glorious panorama of peaks. As we watched, the last of the morning mists were rising from the tops to dissipate in the keen air.

    'Once we've done An Cailleach,' Charlie said, 'I think we should go further afield.' Sitting with her legs splayed in front of her, she scratched at her head. 'What do you think, ladies? How about we try a more ambitious peak than just a wee Scottish hill?'

    'Where do you have in mind?' I wondered.

    'The North Face of the Eiger,' Charlie said, 'or cross the Atlantic to Mount Moran or the Devil's Tower in the Rockies maybe, they've never been scaled. Nor has Annapurna or Everest.'

    Lorna led the laughter. 'Now you are over-optimistic,' she said. 'The Eiger North Face is probably the hardest climb in Europe. It's hardly to be compared with An Cailleach. Everest? That's so high up that aircraft can't fly over it, let alone climbers scale it.'

    'Exactly my point!' Charlie said. 'Who says it is impossible? Men say it is impossible.' She looked around in triumph. 'Imagine how they would feel if a party of weak women achieve what they won't even dare!'

    Although Kate laughed, Lorna lifted her head. 'I've seen men at their worst and their best,' she bit into an apple and spoke through a mouthful of half-masticated fruit. 'They don't despise women, Charlie, whatever you may think. When they are dying, the youngest wanted their mothers, and the married men often asked me to let them hold a picture of their wives.'

    We were silent. Lorna had never spoken of her experiences in the war until this expedition.

    'Some just wanted a woman's company,' Lorna's eyes were far away. She was back in the nightmare of Flanders with the mud and mustard gas and agony.

    'Typical,' Charlie said. 'They ignore women until they need them.'

    Lorna continued. 'I don't know how many men held my hand as they died. Broken men, horribly disfigured men, men torn to shreds. They all wanted the same thing, not to die alone. They were all so terribly grateful for even the smallest sign of affection.'

    Not to die alone. I can understand that.

    'Sometimes,' Lorna said, 'sometimes we could not help them.' Her voice dropped to little more than a whisper. 'Sometimes they did die alone. Alone and ignored in the hands of the enemy.'

    When Lorna stopped talking, the only sound was the faint whine of the wind at the edges of the Shelter Stone and the distant scream of an eagle.

    I inched closer to Lorna. 'You can't help everybody all the time,' I said.

    'No,' Christine took hold of Lorna's hand. 'There's only so much that even you can do.'

    We sat like that for a moment while the echoes of the eagle's scream faded and Lorna shook away her momentary disheartenment.

    'You are right in a degree though Charlie. I agree some men won't like women to be first at anything,' Lorna said. 'I met plenty who did not want women in uniform at all. Many men thought that war was men's work. They were wrong. War is not men's work; it nobody's work. War is a tool of the devil.'

    'I don't believe in the devil,' Charlie said. 'Or in God or heaven or hell or any of that religious nonsense. It's all a device of men to keep women in their place.'

    'I believe in the devil,' Lorna said. 'And in hell, and I saw enough selfless kindness and generosity to believe in angels as well. Battlefields bring out the best and the worst in people.' She lowered her voice to a whisper. 'They brought out the worst in me.'

    Christine patted the back of Lorna's hand in wordless sympathy.

    'Maybe they did, Lorna,' Kate said. 'But we're not in a battlefield. We're on a mountain. Are you all still game to try for the summit?'

    'Yes,' I said at once. I wanted to stand on the summit of An Cailleach and try to solve some of her mysteries. If I left now, the memories would haunt me for the rest of my life.

    'Of course,' Charlie said. 'We must defeat the men.'

    'We've come this far,' Lorna said, while Mary nodded. We all knew that Christine would do whatever Kate wished.

    'Adam will have got there,' Kate traced his name with her forefinger. 'Adam never gave up in anything he attempted.'

    I had a sudden vision of the Mahoney party standing in triumph on the summit of An Cailleach. Mahoney was in the centre, smiling happily, while Adam was on his left, his freckled face creased in a grin and saturnine Bill on his right. They stood arm in arm, laughing as dark storm clouds gathered behind them.

    'Did Adam have freckles?' I asked.

    'Yes, how did you know that?' Kate looked at me with sudden curiosity. 'I don't believe you met him and there were no photographs of the expedition.'

    'Maybe I saw a picture in the newspapers or something.' I kept my answer deliberately vague.

    'There weren't any.' Kate's voice was flat.

    I shrugged. 'I don't know then.'

    The Mahoney party had reached the summit of An Cailleach. I knew that. I had seen them there, although I could not explain how.

    'We go on,' Kate said. 'We'll take another fifteen minutes to get ourselves ready and then set out.'

    The wind had increased when we stepped away from the Shelter Stone. I looked upward, where the slope grew ever steeper before merging with the drifting mist. There was no skill to this section of the climb, only a grim determination and the endurance to withstand the damp and wind. Things would get tougher further up the hill. We entered the mist within half an hour and stopped to rope ourselves together.

    'Is it dangerous?' Christine asked.

    'The rope is only a precaution,' Lorna reassured her. 'The map only shows the contour lines, nothing else. We don't know what's underfoot. Remember the Witch's Step? That was not on the map so we don't know what other surprises there might be.'

    After we were roped, we climbed in silence, saving our breath for the hard labour of taking each step, testing the solidity of the rock and making another. As the slope steepened, I began to count my steps, one to a hundred and then stopping for the count of ten to catch my breath.

    Lorna had said that battlefields bring out the best and the worst in people. This peninsula was a battlefield that enhanced the worst and the best in us. All our negative traits were coming out, one by one, and being exposed to the others. I had seen Kate's bullying, Christine's fear, and Charlie's dislike of men, Lorna's terrible memories and Mary's bitterness over the Clearances. How about me? What aspect of my character or personality was being revealed? I did not know.

    'Stop!' Kate's voice called out, clear in the mist. I saw her like a haze, although she was only a few yards away. 'Are we all here? Call out your names.'

    We did so, one by one.

    'Keep together,' Kate ordered. 'We can't see a thing in this muck.'

    I staggered over a loose stone, recovered with a jerk and slogged on. After another ten minutes, we were using our hands to scramble upwards.

    'How far is the summit?' Christine's voice floated through the mist.

    'I don't know, carry on!'

    The ground steepened further, so we were no longer walking or scrambling, we were climbing, searching for handholds and footholds on ground that slithered away from us. I pushed on, realised that I could see nobody in front and stopped.

    'Where are you all?'

    The shapes were indistinct in the mist. Only when they moved could I tell the difference between a woman and the rocks that surrounded us. I counted, one, two three, four five six.

    Six.

    Including me, that made seven. We were only six strong. Had that strange woman joined our group?

    'Who's all there?'

    Standing still, I identified my companions as they reached my position and inched past. There was Kate, annoyed that I had somehow overtaken her, Lorna, silent with her thoughts, Mary, humming a Gaelic air I did not recognise, Charlie, intent on being part of the all-woman ascent and Christine, lagging behind with the final and mysterious member of the group.

    'Christine,' I called. 'Who is that beside you?'

    'You are,' Christine shouted back. 'What a silly question.'

    'I'm up here,' I said.

    'Stop playing silly tricks,' Christine said. 'I can see you.'

    The damp chill that ran down my spine had nothing to do with the mist. 'Look up Christine,' I said.

    I saw Christine's face as a white blur through the mist.

    'Brenda,' she said. 'I thought you were behind me.'

    'It must have been a trick of the mist,' I said. 'Some sort of projection that fooled us both.'

    'That would be it,' Christine accepted my explanation with relief. 'The mist plays tricks on us all.'

    I looked down. The other figure had vanished. I knew that it had been the same woman I met in Tigh-na-Beiste. I wanted to complete our expedition and get as far away from this peninsula as possible. I vowed never to return. However alluring it was, however much I wished to solve the mysteries, there was too much unease her.

    There were only six of us, Christine was at my side, and we were contemplating the next stage of the ascent. I had not expected the summit to be so steep. Most Scottish hills are reasonably easy to climb, with the most severe challenges being a long, arduous walk combined with changeable weather. There are cliffs and pinnacles of course, while the Cuillin ridge in Skye poses problems. Other hills have difficult routes that have yet to be conquered. As it was virtually unknown, An Cailleach's routes were unnamed and unexplored. Now we were facing an unexpected climb to reach the top.

    The mist had thickened if anything, so we could hardly see each other.

    'I don't know how far we have to go,' Kate admitted. 'We'll just have to climb into the mist.'

    The first part was more of a scramble than a climb although we needed our hands as much as our feet. After a quarter of an hour, we rested on a ledge and looked upwards. We were at the foot of a vertical wall that ascended as far as I could see.

    'Look,' Lorna pointed to a piton thrust into the face. 'Your brother must have been here.'

    'So he got this far,' Kate said.

    I saw the quick frown disfigure Charlie's face. 'It's all right Charlie,' I said. 'We will be the first team to reach the top and return safely, and what a scoop for your newspaper.'

    'Are there more pitons in the cliff-face?' Using the first piton as a foothold, Lorna pulled herself up. 'Yes,' she said. 'We can stretch up a rope, or climb one at a time with only the eye-bolts.'

    'We'd be safer with a rope,' Christine gave a rare opinion.

    'We'll use the pitons,' Kate decided. 'It'll be quicker. Down you come, Lorna, so I can start. I'm the leader so I must face the danger first.'

    That could have been Second-lieutenant Adam Gordon of the Gordon Highlanders talking, I thought. Leadership ran in the blood.

    'Up you go then, Kate.' Lorna jumped down with the clatter of nailed boots. 'We'll follow.'

    We were lucky that Mike Mahoney had not been overly tall, so the pitons were within easy reach without stretching. The granite was slippery-smooth with moisture, but there were miniature ledges and numerable handholds to ease our passage. I was fifth up, immediately behind Christine, with Lorna, probably our best climber, taking a position in the rear. Held in the cold embrace of grey-white mist, I could hardly see Christine above me, although I heard the scrape of her boots on rock and her irregular harsh breathing. The mist consumed all other sounds so I could have been alone in a clammy world, just me, my thoughts and my fears.

    'I can't go any further!' Christine's voice suddenly quavered above me. 'I can't.'

    I looked up as a fortuitous breath of wind rent open the mist. Christine clung to one of the pitons, with her left foot balanced on another. The mist was still too thick for me to see beyond her. 'You're nearly there,' I encouraged. 'Only a few more steps and we'll be at the top.'

    'I can't!' Christine was frozen in fear. When she looked down, I saw her eyes were wide and her mouth gaping in terror. 'I want to let go!'

    'I can see the summit!' Kate's voice boomed down to us. 'Not far now, girls!'

    'There, you see?' I tried to urge Christine on. 'You've not far to go.'

    'What's happening down there?' Charlie shouted. 'The rope's taut. I can't get any further up.'

    'Christine's got the jitters,' I called up.

    'Come on Christine,' Charlie encouraged. 'We're nearly there.'

    'I can't!' Christine wailed.

    'Let go then,' Kate shouted. 'Let go and we'll haul you up. You're just a lightweight anyway.' That was true. As well as the youngest, Christine was the lightest of us, a little nymph of a thing, barely five feet tall and slender as a teenager.

    'No! I'll fall.'

    'Come on,' I said. 'I'll help.' I did not know if the pitons could sustain our combined weights but reasoned that if it could support a full grown man, it could hold one woman and an elfin girl. I raised my voice. 'Take our weight,' I shouted and pulled myself up beside Christine.

    I imagined the pitons bending under our feet. I imagined us tumbling down, pulling Kate and Lorna and the others behind us as we hurtled down, down, down to smash into a hundred pieces of splintered bone and mashed brains on the rocks so far beneath.

    'You'll be all right.' The voice murmured in my ear. 'You won't come to any harm on this mountain.' There was nobody there of course. It was only my imagination that brought that reassuring voice and the soft music of bells and harps.

    Balancing on the tip of the boots, I put my hand over Christine's and with difficulty, prised her grip free. 'Stretch up,' I kept my voice calm and low, trying not to think of the immense drop into the sucking void below. 'I've got you.'

    Christine was trembling, her breathing harsh. 'I can't' she said.

    'Come on.' I pushed her hand up the cold face of the rock, feeling as if I was the bully now. 'We're nearly there.'

    'We've got your weight,' Kate, bless her, called from above.

    'We're with you Christine,' Charlie shouted. 'All girls together.'

    'Now!' I said, and reached up, dragging Christine with me.

    Her scream nearly deafened me. 'It's all right,' I whispered, taking hold of the next piton. As I said, she was lightweight, and with the women above helping, we scrambled to the next hold, and the one after that. I held on, feeling my muscles strain and crack, feeling Christine's arms and legs wrap around me like a baby octopus, feeling her breath hot in my ear and wincing at her high-pitched screams. After a few moments, Christine's screaming faded to a constant whimper and her struggles diminished. Her grip on me remained constant.

    'Here we are,' I nearly threw her over the lip of the cliff and onto the rocky shelf where Kate and Charlie waited.

    'What are you making all the fuss about?' Kate welcomed her. 'You haven't grown up at all, have you?'

    'She's terrified,' I said. 'Leave her alone, Kate.'

    'I knew we should have left her behind, snivelling little witch.'

    'Nobody can help being afraid,' Lorna had followed us up and hauled herself over the final lip. 'She needs help, not condemnation.'

    'I'll help her,' Kate said, 'here, Chrissy, here's something to help you grow up.' Her slap rocked Christine back on her heels.

    'That's enough.' I stepped between them. I could feel Christine's fear. It was tangible, like a force that drove away all reason. I could also feel Kate's anger and contempt. There was something else, something that I had not expected. I felt an undercurrent of rage from Christine, more intense than any I had experienced before. I had thought she was a terrified little mouse, content to obey her dominant friend. Now I felt something different, a deep vein of frustration. Christine was not happy with her position.

    'You're nothing but a bully!' Mary pushed Kate back. 'You're no better than your ancestors!'

    'She needed that!' Kate pushed back. 'I know her better than you do! She needed something to bring her back to herself!'

    I put an arm around Christine. Mary could fend for herself, and I hoped she would put Kate in her place. 'It's all right, Christine. You're safe now.'

    'She's not safe,' Christine muttered. 'I'm going to kill her.'

    'No, you're not.' I said. 'She over-reacted, that's all. She should not have slapped you.' I raised my voice. 'I'm sure she'll apologise.'

    Lorna was holding Mary, with Charlie speaking to Kate.

    'I'll never apologise to a little snivelling weasel,' Kate said.

    'Let's move on,' Charlie said. 'You should not have hit Christine.'

    'She'll live,' Kate said.

    I have always been aware of the feelings of others. Even as a child in the orphanage I could read the motives behind people's smiles and smooth words. At that moment I felt buffeted by the various feelings of the five women around me. Anger, hatred, disgust, fear, ambition, confusion, all erupted and fought for supremacy or survival in our tight little group. Although we were all together, we were also individuals, each with our own reasons for being here. It was up to the leader to bring us together, and in that Kate was failing.

    'Let's see your face,' I brought Christine closer and examined her cheek. 'It's all right,' I said. 'There's barely a mark.'

    'Thank you.' Christine said. 'Thank you, Brenda.'

    And then the mist cleared with the startling suddenness that can be so unnerving to people unused to the Scottish west coast. One minute we stood within a wet grey blanket and the next we were on that bare hillside with the sun warming us and a panorama that God would have envied from his seat in heaven.

    We stood on a false summit that sloped south and west, with views over the sea toward the dark smear of the Outer Hebrides. Above us was the vast void of the sky, now deep blue, with only shredded traces of cloud or mist. To the south stretched the coast of Sutherland and Ross, fringed by silver-white surf, with the high mountains blue-grey beacons. To the east, separated by sea-lochs and bog was the mainland with its rank after rank of peaks. Behind us, rising steeply was a mass of broken rocks that ended in a definite, well-defined pinnacle. An Cailleach waited.

    'There's the summit,' Charlie said. 'Now, kiss and make up you two and let's get up there.'

    'I'm sorry Kate,' Christine said. 'It was my fault.' I felt mixed emotions from her, from fear to self-loathing.

    'Good.' Kate said. 'Now let's get on with this.' Turning her back, she headed for the summit.

    As always, we followed, taking care not to slip on the shattered rock with its sharp-edges as we scrambled on hands and knees. Christine lagged behind to touch my hand. 'Thank you,' she whispered with a small smile. Her eyes were hazel, I noted, and very clear.

    'Keep going, ladies!' Charlie raised her voice to a stentorian roar. 'We're nearly there!'

    The last hundred feet or so was a hand-and-foot scramble, slipping on loose rocks, avoiding ankle-trapping holes and feeling the heart-pounding excitement that only climbers approaching a new summit can understand.

    'Here we are.' Kate had to be first to the summit pinnacle. She clambered up the sharp granite, stood on top and lifted her stick high in the air. 'This is the highest spot. We've conquered An Cailleach!'

    I could see the Mahoney party again. Mike Mahoney stood precisely where Kate was, looking behind him as Bill and Adam stumbled over the last of the broken rocks. He was smiling, his blue Irish eyes bright with pleasure and his tweed jacket torn across the sleeve. Adam joined him, with his freckles merging as he spoke. Bill was singing some music-hall song. I could feel their presence as if they were still here, I could almost reach out to touch them they were so real to me. I could smell the pipe-tobacco and hear the grate of their boots on the granite.

    'They are still here.' That now-familiar voice intruded in my thoughts.

    'I would see them if they were,' I replied automatically, without fear, for I knew that woman intended me no harm.

    'You will meet them by-and-by' she said.

    Four people were standing on the small mound that was the summit of An Cailleach; three men and one woman.

    'Kate!' I called as the shapes metamorphosed into Kate, Charlie, Lorna and Mary. I noted that Christine remained below the mound and nobody asked her to join them.

    'We've done it!' Charlie said. 'We're at the summit of An Cailleach. We beat the men!'

    I knew that was not true, but I could not destroy Charlie's moment of triumph.

    I have stood on the summit of scores of hills. Some were significant triumphs, others an anti-climax. It did not depend on the height or the amount of effort it took to climb them, for even small hills could create great emotion while some of the loftiest left me without any feeling whatsoever. Schiehallion gave me a surge of spirituality, as did small Arthur's Seat in Edinburgh. Ben Nevis was disturbing; I did not like that hill. Now as I joined the rest on the crowded summit of An Cailleach, I experienced something I had never felt before.

    I felt as if I had come home.

    That made no sense. I had never been on An Cailleach before in my life.

    'You have never left,' that little voice in my head told me.

    'Wait!' Charlie said. 'Let's celebrate this like no man ever can.'

    'I'm not giving birth up here,' Lorna said.

    'No, follow me!' Quickly unfastening her top, Charlie pulled it off and lifted her tweed sweater and the woollen shirt beneath. 'Give a hand here,' she said and turned her back to allow Christine to unfasten her brassiere. She turned around with a grin on her face and juggled her neat little breasts. 'There we are. No man can do that!'

    Laughing, Kate followed, and within minutes we all stood on that summit pinnacle, exposing our breasts to the wind and showing our triumph in what I thought was a truly unique style. I would doubt that any first ascent has been celebrated quite as liberally as that one, and when I think back to that day, that picture springs to mind. We grinned at each other, enjoying the conviviality and then Kate reached inside her rucksack and produced a small silver hip flask.

    'This was Adam's' she said. 'I'd prefer champagne, but this is whisky from our own distillery.' She took the first sip and passed it around. 'If it's good enough for the men, then we can do it too.'

    'Quite right,' Charlie was next to drink.

    I had had quite enough chilly exposure for one day so quickly got back inside my clothes. The top of a Scottish hill is not the best place to stand without one's upper clothing.

    'We're not alone up here,' Lorna paused with the silver flask nearly touching her lips. 'Look over there.'

    We all followed her pointing finger.
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    'What's that?' Charlie asked. 'Who's up here?'

    Rather than reply, Lorna replaced her clothes, slipped off the rocky pinnacle and strode toward the western rim of the summit. One by one, we followed, with Charlie striving to overtake Lorna and Christine at the back.

    'What is it? Who is it?' Charlie asked.

    'I think it is the Mahoney party,' Lorna said. 'I'm truly sorry, Kate.'

    White-faced under her weather-tan, Kate nodded and pushed forward. 'I came here to find them, Lorna.'

    They lay together in a hollow in the ground, still wearing the clothes in which they had ascended An Cailleach. Three skeletons that no longer had tongues to tell their stories, three dead bodies that could not claim the first ascent, three corpses from years past. We were not first to conquer An Cailleach, but we should be the first to ascend her and return.

    'Adam!' Kate said, and I did not deny her the truth. I had seen the Mahoney party in their hour of triumph, and now I saw them in their eternity of death, the three proud men who conquered An Cailleach and whose spirits remained on the dark mountain of the old woman.

    'They rest in peace,' I said. I felt Mary look at me, her eyes narrowed. 'They achieved their objective and died doing what they loved to do.' I felt no sorrow, no sympathy for these men. They were climbers who died climbing, hill-men who remained on the hills, outdoorsmen who spent their last hours in God's free air, friends who would always be together. I hoped for such success in my life.

    'Why?' Kate knelt beside the three skeletons. 'Why did they stay up here and die? Why did they not return? What happened?'

    I did not know the answer. I still do not know the answer. I did not try to guess although the others advanced a dozen theories from the three men having a major argument and killing each other, to death by starvation or getting lost in the mist.

    'Now we know what happened.' Kate looked at the three corpses. 'We will probably never know why.' She pointed to the man on the left. 'This is Adam.'

    I agreed. I could see Adam standing proudly on the summit with his freckles merging with his grin.

    'We should bury them here,' Lorna said. 'Maybe later somebody can take them back to the low country.'

    'They belong here,' I said.

    'It's not up to you to decide that,' Kate said. 'That's a family matter.'

    'You are right,' I conceded. 'I apologise, Kate. It must be hard to see your brother like this.'

    'At least I know where he is.' Kate said. 'It was worse not knowing.'

    'There are tens of thousands of men still missing in France.' Lorna said. 'Blown to pieces, drowned in mud, lost forever,' she put an arm around Kate's shoulder. 'It's a comfort knowing where Adam is.'

    'Maybe it's a comfort to you,' Kate retaliated. 'This is my brother lying here.'

    'We might not have been the first up,' Charlie said once again, 'but we will be the first up and then back again. Where the men failed, we will succeed.' Taking out her notebook, she began to sketch the three skeletons.

    'You heartless bitch,' Kate said, and I agreed with her. Charlie may have been a tireless campaigner for women's rights and a suffragette par excellence. She may have been an excellent journalist, forging a career in a world dominated by men, but when it came to compassion and sympathy, she had been well down the queue.

    I half expected Kate to slap Charlie, but perhaps she reserved her violence for people she knew would not retaliate. Instead, she turned away and walked to the edge of the summit, where the tremendous western cliffs plummeted in unequal steps nearly three thousand feet to the churning sea. I watched her for a long two minutes before joining her.

    Kate was weeping. Our determined, confident, vibrant leader's shoulders were shaking with her grief, her face was twisted and tears coursed down her face.

    I stood at her side in silent sympathy. This secret display of emotion was a new side to Kate. To be honest, I rather appreciated it. I prefer people to have some sort of vulnerability; it makes them more human, more like me, and therefore makes relating to them much more comfortable. I touched her arm and felt her agony of mind.

    'He's at peace now,' I whispered against the wind. 'And you can tell your parents that their son died in triumph.'

    Kate shook me away. 'I always looked up to him,' she said. 'I always had hope that he might turn up at the door one day with that great big impish grin on his face, saying he had an impulse to travel the world on a tramp steamer or he had joined a Dundee sealing ship and got lost in the Arctic, or he joined the French Foreign Legion or something.'

    I withdrew my hand. I did not even know if I had a brother, somewhere, searching for me. I did not even know my real name. 'He sounds like an adventurous man,' was all that I could say.

    'None better.' Kate took a deep breath. 'We'll leave him up here until mother decides what's best to do with him, or with his body.' When she turned around the wind had already dried her tears, and her face was composed. The stiff upper lip had returned to the mask of the Scottish aristocrat, and nothing would now upset her equanimity.

    We built a cairn for the Mahoney party, using some of the thousands of shattered and wind-and-rain smoothed stones that lay on the summit of An Cailleach. We placed the three men side by side on a level slab, protected their fragile bones with large boulders and roofed it as best we could before piling smaller stones on top. The clunk of stone on stone seemed very final, yet timeless, for, in Scotland, people had been burying their dead beneath cairns for countless centuries.

    'There,' Kate said. 'A cairn fit for heroes. I wish I had a flag to place on top.'

    'I have one,' Lorna surprised us by producing a small Union Flag. 'This flag graced the bonnet of my ambulance in Belgium back in '14 before the British Army permitted women drivers. It was with me right until the Armistice.' She placed it at the apex of the cairn, with larger stones to hold it in place. 'This is a suitable resting place for climbers, and an honourable last post for any flag.'

    I saw Charlie sketching in her notebook. 'A double reason for the flag,' she said. 'It marks the graves of the three men and flies to show our achievements as women.'

    'It will be a fine picture in your article,' I did not hide my sarcasm. 'What a pity you don't carry a camera as well.'

    'I find them too bulky,' Charlie said. 'And sketches are so much more evocative, don't you think?'

    'I'm sorry about your brother, Kate' Christine said.

    Kate snorted. 'You did not know him. Why should you be sorry?'

    I sensed Christine's hurt and gave her a wink. 'She doesn't mean it, Christine,' I said. 'She's upset.'

    'I know,' Christine said. 'I'm trying to help her.'

    'I know you are,' Kate touched Christine's arm. 'I'm sorry Christine.'

    Ninety minutes before, we had flaunted ourselves on top of the summit pinnacle, as proud and carefree as any women in the world. Now we were sobered and chastened with all elation behind us.

    'We'd better be heading back,' Lorna said. 'With luck, we'll make it in one long tramp although it will be well after dark before we're at the ford.'

    'It'll be easier going downward,' Mary said. 'We know the route and what to watch out for.'

    'Give me just five more minutes,' Charlie pleaded. 'Could you all gather on the summit so I can draw you?'

    'Oh, we don't have time for that,' Kate said.

    'I'll make you famous, Kate,' Charlie appealed to her vanity. 'The Honourable Kathleen Gordon, leader of the all-woman expedition that not only conquered An Cailleach but also solved the mystery of the missing Mahoney mission.' She grinned. 'Talk about alliteration!'

    Kate glanced at her brother's cairn as if to apologise. 'Oh, go on then, if you must.'

    We waited a further seven minutes by my watch as heavy clouds gathered above us and Lorna's Union flag crackled and rippled in the strengthening wind. Only when Charlie snapped shut her notebook did we stamp our feet, rap our sticks on the shattered granite of the summit and turn our attention to the return.

    'If you're nervous on the hill,' I whispered to Christine, 'stay close to me and don't tell anybody. If you don't let on, Kate can't bully you.'

    Reaching across, Christine squeezed my hand. 'Thank you, Brenda. I don't mind Kate, really I don't.'

    The initial part was easy, sliding and slithering down to the series of pitons on the first cliff face. I stayed close to Christine to afford moral support, knowing she was near to panicking at the thought of descending that pegged wall of rock.

    'I think we should use a rope,' I said.

    'Oh, yes,' Christine agreed.

    'That's the coward's way,' Kate said.

    I felt Christine stiffen. 'Then I'm a coward,' I said. 'Come on, Kate, it will be much easier and just as fast. We've nothing to prove now that we've conquered An Cailleach.'

    'Please, Katie,' Christine begged.

    'Coward!' Kate jeered. 'I'm not taking up the hills again, Chrissie. You're a coward and a disgrace, what are you?'

    I cringed at this ritual humiliation. 'Leave Christine alone, Kate.'

    'She deserves it,' Kate said. 'More, she needs it if she is ever to grow up.'

    'I've dropped and secured the rope,' Mary had ignored Kate's disapproval. 'I'll go down first and leave Kate to torment poor Christine.' Mary's look would have frozen an active volcano. 'Come on, the rest of you.' She swarmed down the rope, hand over hand and with hardly a pause. Snorting, Kate was next, and then Charlie while Lorna and I waited for Christine.

    'Are you all right, Christine?' Her confidence was shattered. I could see her shaking and feel waves of her pain. 'I'll go next, and you follow me closely. I'll go slowly.'

    'I'm all right.' Christine looked close to tears.

    'I'll be at the coo's tail,' Lorna tried to sound cheerful.

    'Off we go then,' I swung over the lip, felt my rucksack pull me backwards and held tight to the rope. Honestly, there must be a better way to climb down a cliff than in heavy boots and with a mighty pack. I clambered a few feet and waited with the wind tugging at me and the drop inviting me to fall. 'Right, Christine, on you come.'

    'I'm coming.' Christine poised her tiny figure at the lip of the wall, her boots seemingly too large for her and her rucksack nearly as big as she was herself.

    'I'm here if you need me,' Lorna said quietly.

    The wind was increasing again, rocking me back and forth with that immense gulf beneath me and the odd spatter of rain washing my face. Christine whimpered as she took hold of the rope and backed over the edge of the rock face. I saw her boots scrabble for the first piton and then she started down, breathing hard as she fought to control her fear.

    'That's the way, Christine,' I encouraged and reached for the next piton. 'Keep going.'

    Glancing down, I saw Charlie scribbling in her notebook. Kate had already begun the next stage of the descent, heading over the broken boulders like a woman demented. Mary waited at the foot of the cliff, singing Kisimuil's Galley as she watched our descent.

    'I'm falling!' Christine yelled. 'I can't hold on.'

    'You can't fall, far,' Lorna said. 'We're tied together.

    'Well done, Lorna,' I praised her quietly as I eased down another few feet. 'Come on Christine. You're doing well.'

    Christine's right foot slipped off the piton three feet above my head. She squealed and gripped the rope while the nails on her left boot scraped sparks from the granite. Balancing with my foot on a piton and my left hand on the line, I reached up and took hold of her ankle.

    'I'll guide you,' I gently placed her foot on the closest piton. 'Now rest a second, and we'll go for the next one.'

    Although there were four other women on that hill, I felt as if I were alone with Christine. Nobody else mattered at that minute. I talked her down that cliff face, step by step, piton by piton while Kate vanished into the increasing rain and Mary watched us, her face white with anxiety and her Kisimuil's Galley becoming faster and more garbled by the minute.

    'There we are!' I could not restrain myself from embracing Christine when we reached the foot of the cliff face. She was trembling, with tears be-slobbering her face.

    'Oh, God I was so frightened,' Christine said. 'Where's Kate?'

    'She's gone ahead,' Charlie said. 'She could not wait.'

    'Oh,' I felt Christine's disappointment. 'Did she not try to help?'

    'No,' Charlie held up her latest drawing. It showed Christine and me toiling down the rope with Christine looking suitably terrified. 'There you are, Chrissie, recorded for posterity as the weakest link in the chain.'

    'That's not fair,' I said as Charlie snapped shut her notebook.

    'Maybe it doesn't sound fair, but it's true.' Charlie said. 'We're here to prove that women are at least equal to men, not to show our weaknesses.'

    'If somebody is afraid,' I pointed out, 'it takes more courage for them to do something that it would for somebody who does not know fear.'

    'Don't show that picture, Charlie,' Lorna said. 'Then nobody will know.'

    'I'm a reporter,' Charlie said. 'I report things as they are; the bad as well as the good.' Her smile was unpleasant. 'Women can report as accurately as men can.'

    We moved on then, down the broken slope with the wind picking up and the rain growing heavier by the minute. I did not know how I felt. I should have been elated at our success. I was not. My mind was more set on the strange happenings, the ghosts of the Clearance village and that woman who did not exist, the washerwoman and the caoineag. I also felt sorry for Kate, despite her continual cruelty to Christine. It must have been terrible for her to discover the skeleton of her brother on the summit of An Cailleach. No wonder she acted up, her emotions must have been in turmoil.

    My thoughts had distracted me, so I did not realise where we were. I had moved instinctively, following the others as we made good time down the slope. Now I looked up to recognise that we were slogging through a torrential downpour.

    'The Witch's Step will be a nightmare in this,' Lorna said.

    'I can't crawl over that again,' Christine nearly whispered. 'I just can't.'

    'We'll leave you behind, then,' Kate showed no sympathy. 'You can remain here with the skeletons and the wild beasts.'

    'I'll look after you, Christine,' I said. 'Don't worry.'

    'We'll both look after you, Christine.' Lorna corrected me.

    The wind increased, blasting from the west, carrying salt spray from the Atlantic and so powerful that we had to lean into it to continue. 'Use the wind,' Lorna advised. 'Let it take your weight.' Twice Christine stumbled, and the second time she fell flat on her face. I helped her up, and we linked arms, fighting to remain upright as the blast threatened to pluck us off the side of An Cailleach and throw us headlong into the mist-smothered abyss below.

    'The weather's getting worse,' Lorna had to shout to be heard. 'We'd be foolish to continue in this.'

    'I'm not staying another night on this hill,' Kate said. 'We press on.'

    As soon as Kate spoke, the thunder sounded, followed immediately by lightning that split the heavens in a flash that had us all blinking.

    'That was right above us,' Charlie sounded worried.

    'The mountain gods are angry,' Lorna murmured.

    'We're pressing on.' Kate said. 'Charlie, you and I and maybe Lorna could get back to the inn tonight. We could leave the others here to come at their own pace.'

    'No, Kate.' Lorna shouted. 'We stay together. It's the only proper thing to do. We'll rest at the Shelter Stone until the worst passes. It would be foolish to split into small parties in this.'

    'You're soft, the lot of you,' Kate nearly screamed the words. 'You're all weak, especially you, Christine.'

    I felt Kate's anger and frustration, together with Christine's humiliation.

    'Come on then, to the Shelter Stone,' Kate said, 'if you're too scared to carry on.'

    We stumbled down the hill, sliding on the wet rock, splashing into newly formed peat-holes, cringing before the bitter onslaught of the wind and rain. Thunder grumbled and growled above our heads, with the occasional mighty crack that made us jump. One bolt of lightning slashed to earth a hundred yards from where we stood, leaving a stink of burning heather and the static of electricity.

    I grabbed Christine's hand as she gave a little scream. 'It's all right, Christine!'

    'Isn't this marvellous?' As Kate stood still the next flash illuminated her, and for an instant, I saw her like an old Celtic goddess, bareheaded on a slight ridge with her hair flying free and a panorama of sea and mountains at her back. I swear that she loved the drama of the weather, enjoying pitting herself against the worst that nature could do. Kate had one problem; she was born a century too late. What an explorer she would have made, or a pioneer woman.

    'Here is it!' Everybody except Kate was pleased to get under shelter as we crowded under the flat stone slab we had left only that morning.

    Kate counted us all in before pushing past to the same position she had occupied the previous night. I ensured that Christine was under cover, as far away from Kate as possible. We did not say much, sitting in tense silence as we munched stale sandwiches and listened to the storm lashing the hillside outside. The occasional lightning flash showed a line of tired faces and dripping jackets.

    'We could do with a fire,' Lorna said. 'Has anybody got any matches? My box is wet.'

    'Good idea but so are mine,' I said. 'Mary? Kate?'

    They shook their heads.

    'How about you, Charlie, you're the next thing to a man we have here, don't you smoke a pipe?' I tried to lighten the mood.

    'I've never tried a pipe,' Charlie said. 'I've smoked cigarettes, cheroots and cigars though.' She glowered across to me. 'And I'm nothing like a man.'

    'That's interesting,' Lorna said. 'Do you have any matches?'

    'Yes,' Charlie produced a box of Scottish Bluebell matches and threw them across.

    Without wood, we had to burn the moss that lined the inside of the shelter, together with anything combustible that we could find.

    'Look!' Mary pointed to the rock face that removing the moss had unveiled. 'There's something carved into the stone here.'

    'Probably Adam Gordon's life story,' Charlie said.

    Kate shuffled across. 'It's only a mark in the stone.'

    'No, it's more than that. Give me a hand here.' Mary began scraping off more moss, with Lorna and me helping. 'It's a picture.'

    'Let me see,' Charlie grabbed back her matches and squeezed through the press. Striking a match, she held it up with the small flame augmenting the fading light. 'You're right, Mary, it's undoubtedly a picture.' She ran her fingers over the carving. 'I can't quite make it out, though. I think that's a man holding somebody head down.'

    'It's a woman,' Mary said. 'Look at her shape; she has breasts. It's obviously a woman holding somebody head down in some sort of cauldron.'

    'A witch's cauldron,' Lorna said. 'Or the Holy Grail. Maybe the Holy Grail is hidden here? Nobody would ever find it if it were!'

    'No,' Mary shook her head. 'I think it's some sort of ritual. The woman is cleansing that other person.'

    I knew they were not right. The image came to me of a ring of women watching while another gripped another and plunged her upside down and naked into a pond. 'It's a ritual drowning,' I said quietly. 'It's a human sacrifice in a drowning pond or cauldron.'

    'An execution?' Kate asked.

    'A human sacrifice.' I repeated. 'So it is a sort of execution, Kate.'

    'Now that's just horrible,' Lorna said. 'Would that be your ancestors, Mary? The poor people from Penrioch? Would they be sacrificing people because of the Clearances?'

    'No.' Although I spoke quietly, I was quite definite 'This evil far predated the Clearances.'

    I felt Lorna looking at me. If anybody had asked me how I knew, I could not have told them. The knowledge was within me.

    'Mary will still blame my family,' Kate said.

    I did not join in the general laughter. By touching the carving, I could bring the scene to life in my head, with the gathering watching as the victim was plunged into the bitter-cold water. They were solemn rather than jubilant, gravely observing a religious ritual that had a purpose. They were not lip-licking sadists enjoying the death struggles of some terrified victim.

    'Your family was not to blame, Kate,' I said. Once again, nobody commented. It was as if I had never spoken, or they wished I had not.

    'Well this is cheerful,' Lorna said. 'Let's get the fire lit and spread some warmth around.'

    Within a few moments, we were all coughing in the smoke and cursing Lorna for what we had agreed to be a good idea.

    'This storm does not seem to be lifting,' Lorna looked beyond the Shelter Stone to where thunder still rumbled. We could hear the rain hammering on the ground outside and rivulets of water rushing down the slope. 'If anything, it's getting worse. I can hardly see my hand in front of my face.'

    'We should have pushed on,' Kate said. 'That's what Adam would have done.'

    'Adam's dead,' Charlie was abrupt. 'That's what his masculine pride got him, an early death on a bare hillside. Adam and all his friends.'

    The silence was so brittle I could feel it crackling. 'That's enough, ladies,' I tried to calm things down. 'We're all tired and tense and a bit fed up just now. Let's all keep quiet and stay friendly.'

    There was silence as Charlie and Kate glared at each other, but precious little friendship in our tight little group. All the bonhomie of the successful ascent had vanished, with resentment and suspicion taking its place. We sat together as six individuals, each with our own thoughts and fears, trapped by the weather and the situation we had brought on ourselves.

    As the storm swept away the last of the daylight, it became apparent that we were stuck under the Shelter stone for the night. We huddled together without saying much, listening to the shriek of the wind, the constant batter of the rain and the slowly retreating crack of thunder. The occasional flicker of lightning revealed our strained, tired faces.

    'The worst of the storm has passed,' Lorna peered outside. 'It's getting on for midnight now, though. We can't try the Witch's Step in the dark.' She returned to the rest of us and sat close to me. 'This time tomorrow we will laugh at this adventure.'

    I glanced outside. That woman was there, silhouetted against the now-starlit sky. I could not see her face, only the gleam of her eyes as she watched me. I held her gaze and knew that something was going to happen. I moved slightly so that Christine had more room in which to lie and when I looked again the woman was gone. The feeling of dread remained as I fought my desire to sleep.
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    'Where's Kate?'

    As so often happens in Scotland, a night of heavy rain was followed by a bright, sharp morning where the air was so brisk that one's skin tingled.

    'Where's Kate?' Lorna woke us up, one by one. Christine had moved during the night and was nearest to the entrance, lying in a foetal ball. I shook her.

    'Christine, have you seen Kate?'

    'No.' Christine yawned and scratched her head, looking like a disgruntled spaniel puppy. 'She might be answering a call of nature.'

    We allowed Kate ten minutes before we began to search, shouting her name as we scoured the hillside. Sunlight sparkled on a score of new rivulets that gushed toward Poll nan Ban while whaups bubbled in the distance.

    'Kate!'

    'She might have slipped and fallen,' I said.

    Lorna organised the search, so we moved in ever larger circles from the Shelter Stone, following every possibility, looking in every nook and cranny, poking our sticks into the peat holes and checking behind the scattered rocks. Remembering my visitor of the previous night, I worked with a heavy heart, dreading what I might find.

    'Over here! Over here!' When Mary shouted the words, we hurried to her side. 'Down there!' She pointed down the slope to the sparkling waters of Poll nan ban. 'What's that in the water?'

    I knew without looking.

    Face down and entirely naked, Kathleen Gordon floated in Poll nan Ban. Her black hair spread like a fan, her arms were extended and her legs apart.

    'Oh, dear God in heaven,' Lorna muttered. 'Please no.'

    We scrambled down the shallow slope to the lochan, each of us hoping that she might still be alive.

    'Kate!' I shouted as my feet dislodged a mini avalanche of stones that rippled down the hill to splash into the clear water. Kate floated about twenty feet offshore, bobbing gently. A pair of black-headed gulls swam nearby.

    We stood at the water's edge for only a moment before Mary threw off her clothes and plunged in. I followed a few seconds' later. The pool was far deeper than it appeared from above and so cold that I gasped with shock.

    Mary reached Kate first and dragged her to me. Between the two of us, we pulled her ashore where Lorna was waiting.

    'Give her here,' Lorna felt for a pulse and a heartbeat. 'She's dead. I'll try anyway. Help me turn her over.' We pushed Kate onto her front and Lorna tried to pump the water out of her lungs and revive her.

    We watched in hope as the Great War ambulance driver tried to bring life back into the landowner's daughter. Lorna gasped and strove, trying all the skill she had learned in the war with her wounded soldiers. Nothing worked. Kate, our flawed, magnificent leader, lay still beside the clear waters of the lochan. I heard the call of an eagle and saw the massive birds circling above.

    Eventually, Lorna looked up. 'It's no good,' she said. 'Kate's dead.'

    I felt sick. 'Can you tell how she died?'

    'I think she drowned,' Lorna said. 'She must have fallen down the hill into the lochan.'

    'There's not a mark on her,' I pointed out. 'Surely if she had fallen from the Shelter Stone, there would be bumps and scrapes. And where are her clothes? Why is she naked?'

    We looked at each other. 'What's happening here?' Charlie asked. 'Kate's dead on the same hill as her brother died.'

    Christine was white-faced but more composed than I would have expected. She spoke in a tiny voice. 'I think we should get back to the Inn.'

    'Kate would not have fallen,' Charlie said. 'She was the best climber of us all, as sure-footed as a goat. She had no reason to go to the edge of the ridge anyway.'

    'She might have lost her way in the dark,' I pointed out.

    'Oh, yes. Kate took off all her clothes and went for a walk in the middle of a storm,' Charlie said. 'I don't think that is very likely.'

    I knew Charlie was correct. 'What else could have happened?'

    'Somebody pushed her.' Charlie said what I had been thinking.

    We were shocked into silence. 'Oh, dear God,' Lorna said. 'Do you mean one of us?'

    'There's nobody else here,' Charlie pointed out.

    'There might have been other climbers,' Lorna clutched at any straw.

    'We haven't seen anybody for days,' Charlie said. 'And how would they manage to sneak in, grab Kate, take off her clothes and throw her into the lochan without any of us hearing anything? Why would they do that?'

    'Maybe they raped her,' I could be as brutal as Charlie.

    'I'll check.' Lorna the practical nurse said.

    'Oh, God Lorna, do you have to?' Christine asked.

    'It's the proper thing to do. Don't watch if it upsets you,' Lorna and I turned Kate onto her back. 'If she's been raped we'll know that it was a man.'

    'Oh, no!' Christine covered her face and turned away. 'Oh, don't, Lorna! Poor Kate.'

    I watched Lorna's rapid yet thorough examination. 'No,' Lorna shook her head. 'As far as I can see, there is no forced entry. No entry at all in fact.' She looked up. 'Kate was spared that, at least.'

    'Poor Kate,' I said. 'She died without ever knowing that side of life.'

    'She was my friend,' Christine turned around. 'I know most of you did not like her but she was my friend, and now she's dead.'

    'You said you wanted to kill her,' Charlie reminded.

    We all looked at Christine. I felt the suspicion grow among us. The peninsula's attack on us, Tigh-na-Beiste's attack on us, had changed shape. I did not know what had happened. I did know that the Rough Quarter had killed Kate, somehow. Now we were going to blame each other.

    'It wasn't Christine,' I said. 'I don't know who or what killed Kate but it was not Christine.'

    'What do you mean who or what?' Mary stepped towards me. 'If it were a wild beast, there would be tooth or claw marks, and I can't see any.'

    'There is not a mark on her body,' Lorna confirmed. 'There is nothing to suggest any violence. I would say that she drowned.'

    'She was a top-class swimmer,' Christine said. 'She was captain of the school swimming team.'

    'Mary didn't like her either,' Charlie altered the angle of her accusation.

    'I didn't like her, and I didn't kill her,' Mary said, 'you're very quick to accuse, Charlie. Maybe you're trying to divert suspicion from yourself.'

    'I don't think any of us killed her,' I poured oil on troubled minds. 'We don't know what happened. I think we'd be better deciding what we'll do next.'

    'Get back to the Inn as quickly as possible,' Lorna said. 'That's the only thing we can do. There are the two dead male climbers to report, the Mahoney party and now poor Kate. That's enough death for anybody.' She glanced at Charlie, 'and I don't want to hear you say that it'll make good copy.'

    Charlie remained sensibly silent.

    'Do we all agree on that?' Lorna asked. 'We get back to the Inn and report Kate's death to the police.'

    There was a collective nod. Nobody wanted to remain on the peninsula.

    'How about Kate?' I asked.

    'We can't take her with us,' Lorna said. 'We can't carry her all that way across the saddle and over the Witch's Step. We'll have to leave her here, and somebody can take her home later.'

    'We can't leave her here,' Charlie looked around at the lonely lochan with the pair of black-headed gulls and desolate slopes.

    'Vote on it,' I said. 'Let the majority decide.'

    Only Charlie voted to take Kate home.

    'We can't leave her like this,' I pointed to Kate's naked body and then to the eagles circling above. 'We can't leave her for the eagles.'

    'We'll do for Kate what we did for the Mahoney party,' Lorna agreed.

    We carried Kate away from the water's edge and built a cairn around her as we had done with her brother only the previous day. This time we had no flag to mark her grave. This time we were entombing one of our own.

    'Here lies the last of the Carnbrora Gordons,' Mary said. 'In a way, it's fitting that she should die on the same ground her ancestors cleared a hundred years ago.

    'Carnbrora?' Charlie asked. 'What's that?'

    'That's the name of Kate's estate,' Mary said. 'She would have been Lady Kathleen Gordon of Carnbrora.'

    Charlie nodded. 'I didn't know that.' Stepping aside, she sketched the scene in her notebook. With terrible cynicism, I wondered if Charlie was secretly rejoicing in the death of one of our number. Death would certainly add drama to her article and boost her sales.

    'The people of Penrioch are watching,' Mary said, with a far-away look in her eyes. I said nothing, thinking of that carving in the Shelter Stone and the ritual drowning of a woman. History had repeated itself.

    'Why is this called the Women's Pool?' I asked.

    Mary shook her head. 'I don't know.' She gave a sudden high-pitched laugh. 'Maybe somebody knew that Kate would die here.'

    I knew she was wrong. I could see the gathering around the lochan, the earnest, solemn faces and the reflection of the moon on the water. I saw them bring forward the woman, whose look was worried rather than scared. She knew she was to be sacrificed and accepted her fate. Had Kate known it was her time? I saw the people take hold of their sacrifice and walk into the cold waters, then lift her, turn her upside down and plunge her head first into the lochan. I saw her legs kicking, churning the water into a furious froth as she struggled with the burning agony of drowning, and then her limbs gradually stilled. She was limp. She was dead.

    The crowd sang and lifted their hands to the moon. The ripples of the lochan quietened. The executioner, solemn-faced, raised the body of the sacrifice and returned to the shore, at which point the whole procession carried her to a cave to be placed with those who had gone before.

    'Is there a cave near here?'

    Mary frowned. 'My grandmother used to speak of a cave somewhere on the peninsula, An uaimh mor she called it – The great cave. She said that people were banned from entering it. Even the kirk minister didn't go in.'

    'Is it nearby?'

    'I don't know, why?'

    Why? I did not know why. 'It would be a good place to leave Kate, safe from prowling beasts and seagulls.'

    'Too late now,' Lorna said. 'Anyway, Kate's fine as she is.' Of us all, Lorna seemed least affected by Kate's death. She had seen too many bodies to worry over one more.

    'We should pray,' Mary said suddenly.

    'Kate was never religious,' Christine shook her head. 'She used to make us go to church assembly at school though.'

    'We should still pray,' Mary said. To my surprise, she bowed her head and began praying. 'Our father, who art in heaven…'

    I listened for a few moments and joined in, as did Lorna and Christine. Charlie watched with a cynical little smile on her face.

    'Won't you join us?' Mary invited.

    'The Church is a patriarchal institution,' Charlie said. 'It is intended to keep women in their place. When the Moderator of the General Assembly of the Kirk and the Pope of Rome are both females, then I may believe in the equality of the Church and in God.'

    'The Church and the Lord are two different things,' Mary said. 'And there is no single Church anyway. Ministers of the Kirk supported the Clearances while the Free Kirk helped the people during the Great Famine of the 1840s.'

    I said nothing. The drowning scene in my head was old centuries before Christianity reached the shores of Scotland. My own beliefs… I did not have many views to call my own.

    A pair of oystercatchers flew overhead, their piping calls echoing from the gaunt slopes of An Cailleach. Almost immediately Mary began another prayer, with the Gaelic words natural in this environment. Lorna raised her eyebrows and looked at me. I motioned her to be silent and listened. Although I could not speak a single word of the language, I understood what Mary said as she called down God's blessing and protection for the soul of Kate.

    'Now,' Mary reverted to English and looked around us. 'Kate should be safe now.'

    'Safe from what?' Charlie asked.

    'Any spiritual attack,' Mary explained.

    Charlie snorted in disdain. 'Maybe you'd better place your wee rowan cross on her grave.'

    I saw Mary finger the cross. 'Keep that,' I advised. 'It means more to you than it would to Kate.'

    The gratitude in Mary's glance told me all I needed to know. She knew there was something uncanny about this place. She knew that Kate's death had not been an accident and she was probably as scared and unsettled as I was.

    'I thought not,' Charlie said. 'Like all you Christian people, you say the words and mean nothing.'

    Mary stiffened. Giving Charlie a single frozen glance, she unfastened her cross and placed it on Kate's grave, then impulsively added the blue crystal she had worn ever since I met her. 'That is a clach gorm,' she said. 'It's a stone to protect from evil and belonged to my grandmother's great-grandmother.'

    'How touching,' Charlie said. 'I'll add that to my story.'

    'We can do no more for Kate,' I said. 'Let's get to the Inn and contact the police.'

    'It's strange,' Christine spoke so quietly that I had to strain to hear her, 'it's strange that Kate should drown.'

    'Why is that?'

    Christine looked at the burial cairn as if afraid Kate would burst free of the stones and start to torment her again. 'When we were at school, Kate used to supervise swimming lessons. One of her tricks was to throw the non-swimmers into the deep end and hold them under.'

    'I see. Kate held you under at the beach with the palm tree, too.'

    'She did that to me more than once,' Christine said.

    'I would keep that to yourself,' I said. 'You don't want to create any more suspicion.'

    'No,' Christine looked away. When she spoke, her voice was so quiet I barely heard her. 'If I tell you something, will you promise not to tell anybody?'

    'If you wish me to,' I said.

    'My friends and I used to pray that Kate drowned. We made an image of her out of candle wax, stole hair from her brush and nail clippings and held it underwater in a puddle to try to drown her.'

    I felt deep pain from Christine and imagined what depths of misery bullying had driven her to. 'She can't hurt you now,' I said. 'You're free.'

    'Yes,' Christine said. 'I'm free.'

    The others might think that Christine's tears were sorrow for her friend. I knew they were tears of gratitude and relief.

    The entire peninsula seemed lighter after the death of Kate. I could feel a sense of vindication from the spectres of Penrioch. I could not see these long-dead people, yet I knew they had watched. I could also sense the presence of the women in the long robes, whoever they had been. Now they were watching me.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER ELEVEN


      

     

    

   

    
    We were a subdued bunch of women as we left the Shelter Stone and headed to the knife-edged saddle and the ferocious Witch's Step. With Kate gone, Lorna assumed the lead as the most experienced climber, although Charlie questioned her decisions more often that I liked.

    We stood at the edge of the saddle, contemplating our route. It seemed even more difficult from here, slicing upward in a sickle-curve with the mist already formed below and the sister mountain of Bein a Ghlo also shrouded in cloud.

    'There's only one way,' Lorna said. 'I'll lead, Charlie, you're next most experienced, you go last to help the others. Mary, you're after me, and Brenda will be with Christine.'

    Nobody argued. I think we all just wished to be across the saddle and off this peninsula.

    'We'll rope ourselves together,' Lorna said.

    'Not me,' Charlie said. 'I don't want Christine slipping and dragging me down there,' she gestured to the abyss beside the saddle, where ribbed granite plunged down into shifting mist.

    'It's safer for everybody,' Lorna said, 'and besides, Christine is a lightweight. I could pick her up and put her in my pocket.'

    'I'll do things my way,' Charlie said. 'You rope up if you wish.'

    'I'll be all right,' Christine said. 'Please don't argue about me.'

    The wind picked up as we stepped onto the narrow ridge. Despite her brave words, I saw Christine hesitate immediately in front of me.

    'It's all right, Christine,' I said. 'Take it one step at a time. You got over once; it will be easier going back.'

    With slippery rock beneath her feet and that immense drop into nothingness on either side, I could understand Christine's fear. Lorna proved a more careful leader than Kate, turning to check on her charges every few steps. 'You'll be fine, Christine' she encouraged. 'I'll stop when we reach the Witch's Step so we can take it together.'

    'I don't think I can do this,' Christine said. 'I don't think I can do the Witch's Step again.'

    'I'll be there to help you,' I said. 'And so will Lorna and Mary.' I did not mention Charlie, who stalked in our rear, saying little but watching everything. Once Charlie stopped to throw a stone into the abyss at our side, and we all listened to see how long it took to land. After what seemed an interminable time we heard the tiniest chink.

    'It's a long way down,' Charlie chirped staring into the mist that writhed and seethed below us. 'I would not like to fall down there.'

    'Stay on the saddle then,' I said and moved on, tapping my stick against the smooth granite. I heard Mary singing ahead, with the sea-song Kisimuil's Galley incongruous up here on the heights.

    As she had promised, Lorna waited at the Witch's Step. She greeted us with a smile that seemed out of place so soon after the death of Kate. 'Here we are then,' she said. 'Once we're over this we're as good as home and dry.'

    'Not very dry,' Mary looked upward where a drizzle descended from the now-grey sky, gradually soaking through every layer of our clothes.

    'There's still that cliff to get down after this,' Christine said.

    'One thing at a time,' I studied the great cleft in the ridge. 'Remember, it will be even easier this time.'

    'Why will it be easier?' Christine asked.

    'We're all more experienced,' I said.

    The twin ropes stretched across, swaying slightly in the wind and making me feel dizzy. I could not imagine how Christine felt. Or rather, I could. I felt panic bubbling inside her.

    'Watch how Lorna crosses,' I said quietly, 'and we'll copy her technique. As Lorna said, once we were across the rest of the journey would be easy in comparison.

    'This way, ladies.' Going down on her hands and knees, Lorna balanced on the twin ropes and began to crawl across. We watched the lines bend under her weight and halfway across with the chasm beneath her at its deepest, she stopped.

    'What's she doing?' Mary asked, and raised her voice. 'Lorna, what are you doing?'

    'I'm showing you how easy it is!' Lorna shouted. 'See?' She raised one foot from the rope, replaced it, and then lifted a hand. 'If I can do this, then anybody can cross with all hands and feet.' She resumed her passage, reaching the far side within five minutes. Turning, she waved to us.

    'Well now,' Mary said. 'That was easy enough. Who's next?'

    'You go next, Mary,' I said.

    'Right-o.' Mary was deliberately cheerful. She dropped to all fours and began the crawl. Only then did I notice the pair of eagles that circled above. Once again I wondered about Duncan Og's tale of witches and watched Mary's cautious progress. Without any daring heroics, Mary reached the far side, stood up and waved. I could see the strain in her face.

    'You next, Christine,' I said. I felt her sudden overwhelming panic. 'Just take it slow.'

    'I can't,' Christine shook her head, stepping backwards. 'I'll fall.'

    'You must,' I said. 'There's no other way off this hill. The other faces are sheer cliffs dropping to the sea. We have to go this way.'

    'Please, Brenda, don't make me.' There were tears in Christine's eyes.

    I hardened my heart. 'You must, Christine. We're roped together, remember, so there is no danger. Take a deep breath and take it one step at a time.'

    'Can't you come with me?'

    'The ropes won't hold both our weight,' I said. 'Go on. Take it slowly, and you'll be fine.'

    It felt cruel to push Christine out like that. I could see her fear and I wondered why on earth she had come on this expedition in the first place. Was it to please Kate? Had Christine been seeking acceptance from the woman who had tormented her for years? I have heard of dogs fawning to the hand that beats them, and wives returning again and again to an abusive husband. Perhaps Christine was of the same bent, a tormented soul who needed her tormentor. I did not know. I hoped not. I was beginning to foster a liking for the elfin little woman.

    'I'll take your pack,' I helped unfasten the straps. 'Now remember that you and I are roped together, so you are in no danger.'

    'Yes, Brenda.' Slowly lowering herself to her hands and knees, Christine inched onto the ropes, her knuckles white with the strength of her grip. She was sobbing as she crept forward with the lines bending under her weight and that great sucking drop below.

    'Oh, oh, I can't do this.'

    'Yes, you can. You're doing well,' I encouraged. 'Keep moving.' The worst thing Christine could do was stop and look down. If she did, she was almost certain to freeze. 'Keep your eyes on Lorna,' I said. 'Lorna is waiting for you.'

    Christine did as I advised. I could hear her nervous panting as she crawled along the rope bridge, one slow step at a time with the mist coiling and shifting beneath her and a constant drizzle of rain from a low dull sky.

    'Hold my eyes,' Lorna said. 'Look at me.' Lorna had taken over the mantle of leadership since Kate had gone. Crouching at the end of the rope bridge, she extended her hands for Christine. 'Nearly there, Christine.'

    And then Christine slipped. I don't know how it happened, but one moment she was nearing the end of the bridge, and the next her left hand and left foot were off the rope bridge, and she swung sideways, screaming. I felt the snap and tension of the rope around my waist and leaned back to take her weight. The sudden shock unbalanced me, so I staggered forward. For a terrifying moment I teetered on the brink of the abyss, facing that thousand-foot fall into cloud-shrouded nothingness, and then I took hold of the rock with both hands and steadied myself.

    'Brenda!' I heard Christine's desperate scream. 'Brenda!'

    The rope tightened around my waist. I grabbed it with both hands and waited for the terrifying jerk that would mean Christine had fallen. It did not come. I looked up. Christine was balanced on the one hand and one foot, facing sideways into the abyss. Her screams echoed below.

    'I'm coming!' Fully aware that the ropes might not bear my weight, I dumped both my rucksack and Christine's before I slid onto the fragile bridge and pulled myself onward toward Christine. The void pulled at me, encouraging me to release my grip and plummet down forever. I fought back, concentrating on Christine as she screamed in terror.

    'Hold on, Christine!'

    I did not notice the eagle until it passed a few feet in front of me, so close that I could see every detail of every feather and the cold glint of its eyes. The beak looked viciously sharp and then it was gone. I ducked involuntarily and slid further forward with the rope slippery with rain and the wind pushing me this way and that.

    'Brenda! Help me!' Christine was clinging with one hand, twisting so one minute she was on her side and the next she was nearly upside down with her screams echoing in the vastness beneath.

    'I'm coming!' I shouted. 'Only a few minutes more, Christine!'

    'I've got you.' Lorna's calm voice ended the screaming. 'I've got you, Christine, you're safe.'

    Looking up, I saw Lorna ease Christine onto the far side of the Step. She was holding Christine like an older sister, comforting her as she brought her to safety. I wondered how many wounded soldiers had seen Lorna like that, a ministering angel who saved their life or gave them companionship as they took the final step from life to death.

    Already two-thirds of the way across, I crawled the final few yards and dragged myself to safety. 'There we are, Christine,' I forced a death's head grin. 'I told you it would be easy.'

    Christine lay on the narrow ridge, panting in gradually reducing fear. 'Thank you for coming for me.'

    'It was Lorna who saved you,' I said.

    Christine pushed herself to her knees. 'Thank you, Lorna.'

    Lorna smiled. 'I couldn't let you fall. Think of the mess.'

    'My rucksack,' Christine's voice rose. 'I've left my rucksack.'

    'Me too,' I said. 'I'm sure we can do without. After losing Kate, I won't be worried about the contents of a bag.'

    'You don't understand,' Christine said. 'My mother gave me that bag. I need it.'

    'Charlie!' I shouted across the Step, 'could you bring Christine's bag over with you, please?'

    'Tell her to come and get it herself,' Charlie said. 'I've got enough to carry with my own bag and my journalistic tools.'

    By the time I could think of a response Charlie was already on the ropes, pulling herself over with more skill than I could ever manage. She arrived on our side of the Step within a few minutes, not even out of breath.

    'You can go over for your rucksack now, Christine' she said cruelly. 'We'll wait for you.'

    'No,' Christine shook her head, staring at the twin ropes. 'No, I can't.'

    'I'll go for them,' I said. 'My bag's there too.'

    I eased myself back across that fragile bridge with the drop inviting me to let go and the eagles circling, calling harshly. I was shaking when I reached the far side and picked up Christine's bag. It was heavier than I had expected as I buckled it on my back, took a deep breath and crouched down for the return.

    The eagles watched me, and I thought of the two witches. What if..? No, that was arrant nonsense. I pulled myself over the Step, feeling the cold sweat of fear forming on my forehead and dampening my back. After this trip, I told myself, I would limit my adventures to the Pentland Hills, the low range just outside Edinburgh, or even the Botanical Garden inside the city. Breathing harshly, I arrived safely, with Christine's outstretched arms waiting for me, and Charlie busy with her notebook.

    'There you go,' I passed the bag over to Christine. 'No wonder you're tired lugging that around. What's in it? Lead weights?'

    'Books and papers,' Christine said. 'It's something I've been working on. I'll tell you later.'

    'Aye, not just now,' I said. 'I'll fetch my bag across.'

    'I'm faster than you,' Lorna put her hand on my shoulder, 'and we have a bit to go yet. Wait here.'

    I did not argue. Lorna was far more skilled than I was in the hills and I had no desire for another trip across the ropes. I hardly watched as Lorna swarmed across, her hands and feet moving in unison and the lines swinging gently beneath her.

    'I wish I could do that,' Christine said.

    'She's good, isn't she?' Mary agreed.

    I do not know from where the eagles came. They soared above Lorna as she lifted my rucksack and began the return journey. As she reached the halfway point of the rope bridge, they plunged down on her. I gasped and shouted out a warning:

    'Lorna!'

    The first bird raked its talons across Lorna's hands. She pulled one hand back, trying to fend the eagle off.

    'Lorna!' I searched desperately for a weapon, lifted a chunk of rock and threw it. It missed by yards and plummeted uselessly into the mist far below. Mary and Christine joined me in lifting loose pieces of rock and hurling them at the birds.

    'Be careful you don't hit Lorna,' Charlie put away her notebook and came to help.

    The second bird came from Lorna's other side, diving to peck with its enormous curved beak. I saw Lorna writhe at the sudden pain as the eagle's beak tore into the back of her leg.

    'Get away!' We were screaming at the eagles, throwing stones and rocks without any effect, watching as they circled Lorna, dived and clawed at her. Lorna struggled on, desperate to reach the end of that fragile rope bridge. Keeping her head down, she tried to fend off the birds with one hand.

    'Keep coming!' I lifted a large, jagged rock. 'Come on Lorna!'

    I threw the rock, saw it miss by at least a foot and then the birds soared upwards, so high that they were almost out of sight in the rain-sodden sky.

    'Come on Lorna.' I took hold of her arm and helped her back onto the ridge. Bleeding from deep cuts to her hands and leg, Lorna handed over my rucksack and stood there, shaking.

    'What was that for? What was that for? I've never known eagles to act like that before.'

    'We must be near their nest,' Mary said. 'I can't think of any other reason. Thank goodness they've gone. Let's get off this saddle and out of this place.'

    We moved off, quicker than before and with Mary frantically humming Kisimuil's Galley. I heard the whirr of wings and looked up to see the eagles attack again. Lorna ducked, but this time the eagles struck Mary. She turned to face them, threw a round-house punch, overbalanced and staggered on the edge of the ridge.

    Dumping my rucksack, I rushed forward, slipping on the loose stones. 'Mary!' I came close, saw the panic in her eyes and stretched out my hand to help. 'Take my hand, Mary!'

    Mary grasped at me, missed and stumbled backwards. For one everlasting second, she stared straight into my eyes, mouthed my name once and then she fell, agonisingly slowly, back from the ridge.

    'Mary!'

    What had the tinker woman at the castle said? 'Be careful when you are safe from the big step.' Mary had survived the Witch's Step only to fall when she thought herself safe.

    Her scream lasted far longer than I expected, a long drawn out howl as she spiralled through the air and vanished into the mist. It seemed an age before we heard the terrible crunch as she hit the rocks far beneath and then, horribly, her screaming redoubled.

    'Oh, dear God in heaven,' Lorna said. 'What do we do now?'

    'We can't just leave her there,' I stared uselessly into the mist. 'She must be in terrible agony.'

    'We have to go down to her,' Lorna said. 'It's the only proper thing to do.'

    'And then what?' Charlie answered her own question. 'You were a nurse, Lorna, you can help her.'

    'I was an ambulance driver,' Lorna said. 'I know some basic nursing. No more.'

    I continued to look down into the mist. We had never seen the bottom of the chasm. This hill was well named as the mountain of the mist, for the covering seemed permanent. 'Is there a way down there?'

    'Nobody has ever tried, as far as I am aware,' Lorna said.

    'We can't climb down from here, these sides are like glass,' I pointed to the vertical slopes in case Lorna could not see them. 'It might be easier from Bein a Ghlo.'

    Mary's screams increased, distorted by the mist, unearthly, tearing at my heart, and ripping into my soul. I cringed.

    'We must help her,' Christine grabbed my arm. 'Please Brenda. We can't leave her in pain.'

    'Come on.' Lorna increased her speed until she was nearly trotting along that knife-edged ridge with the mist boiling beneath us and the eagles still circling high above. We followed, with even Christine keeping up, glancing down into the abyss.

    'Hold on, Mary, we're coming as fast as we can,' Lorna shouted. 'Please hold on.'

    Beinn a' Ghlo was no friendlier than the saddle had been. The hill flanks were granite, weeping with moisture and seared with foaming burns.

    'How do we get down there?' I looked to Lorna as the most experienced of us.

    'We can't,' Charlie said. 'It's impossible.'

    'We have to,' Christine said to me. 'We can't leave her.'

    'Rope together,' Lorna made a quick decision. 'We're going to get wet.'

    'What?' Charlie stared at her.

    'We're going down one of the burn channels.' Lorna said. 'You can stay here if you like, Charlie but I'm going down.'

    'I'm coming too,' Christine said. She was white-faced and shaking, yet her jaw was set.

    'So am I,' I said, although I was terrified by even the sound of the burn as it roared down in a series of cascades, leaping from dark pool to dark pool into the unseen depths.

    'You're a fool!' Charlie said. 'You can't help her even if you do get down.'

    'I'd rather be a fool than a woman without a heart,' I said.

    'Stay then, Charlie,' Lorna said. 'Run ahead to the inn and get help.' Without another word, Lorna looped the rope around her waist and passed it to me. I followed suit with my heart hammering and Mary's mixed screams and whimpers in my ears.

    'Are you sure you want to come?' Lorna asked Christine, who nodded.

    'Yes.' Christine's voice was small.

    'Good girl.' Lorna nodded. 'On we go then.'

    Lorna began the descent, slithering on loose rocks as she clambered to the edge of the burn with us only yards behind. Down in the gulley, the thunder of the burn dominated so we had to shout to be heard. The water was milk-white as it cascaded down, with the occasional peaty brown pool of unknown depth in which strangely-shaped rocks lingered amidst trailing green weed. I remembered stories of water-bulls and other aquatic horrors, pushed them from my mind and concentrated on the matter at hand. The only consolation was that the bellow of the burn drowned the sounds of Mary's agony.

    After only a hundred yards or so, the burn cascaded into a waterfall, hurtling down in a silver-white thread to a pool fifty feet below. Without hesitation, Lorna hammered a piton into a crack between two water-rounded boulders, tied her rope and climbed down, facing the fall and with her back to the drop.

    'Are you all right, Christine?' I yelled into her ear.

    Christine nodded, courageous girl that she was, and I waited until Lorna was safe beside the pool before I trusted myself to the rope.

    'Follow me down!' I shouted.

    The rock was slippery wet and the waterfall deafening as I descended. Ignoring the chill of the water, I felt my way, step by step, biting my lip to conceal my fear. I had never done anything like this before and wondered if Lorna had.

    'Got you,' Lorna's hands were firm on my waist. 'Is Christine coming?'

    'She is.'

    'We'll wait then. It might have been better if she had gone with Charlie!'

    'No!' I shook my head. 'Charlie would not look after her.'

    We watched Christine negotiate the waterfall, moving slowly and clumsily. My heart leapt when she slipped, recovered and splashed at our side, breathing heavily.

    'Well done!' Lorna shouted.

    We looked downward at the mist. If anything it seemed even thicker from here, grey-white and clammy, an opaque mattress of unknown depth between us and the ground.

    'Come on,' Lorna said. 'We'll leave the rope for our return.'

    I did not ask how we were going to carry Mary back up. My only thought was to get down to the valley floor and ease her pain, somehow.

    For the next hundred feet or so we only had to scramble down the narrow bed of the burn. Over uncountable aeons the burn had carved its passage through the gulley, grinding down the granite with a constant torrent that left rounded, green-slimed boulders along the base and sides as smooth as glass. We moved as quickly as the conditions permitted, sliding from rock to water-slimed rock, now ankle deep in bitter water, now plunging up to our waists but always moving downward.

    In one place the burn split into two, divided by an outcrop of rock on which grew a pair of birch trees. Below, the water foamed in twin falls, each a maelstrom of fury. Lorna led us to the right side, gripping on tiny ledges and half-seen handholds as we plunged onward.

    'We're entering the mist!' Lorna shouted.

    I gripped Christine's arm. 'Are you all right?'

    Christine nodded quickly, forcing a brave smile. Her breathing came in short, ragged gasps.

    So dense it muffled sounds, the mist engulfed us. We held hands where we could and tugged on the rope when we separated.

    'This is a nightmare,' I shouted.

    'We'll get there,' Lorna assured me. 'How are you holding out, Christine?'

    'I'm fine,' Christine mouthed.

    A hundred feet into the mist, the burn vanished. We stood on a shelf of rock, watching the water thunder into a black hole and disappear.

    'What now?' I yelled.

    'Now we climb,' Lorna pointed to the slope beside the shelf. 'We have to get out of the gulley and then head down to the bottom of the valley or whatever is in this muck.' She indicated the mist, which seemed thick enough to cut into chunks and use to build houses.

    The first fifty feet were vertical but blessed with a plethora of handholds. After that, it was only a steep slope, and we were out of the gulley and above the valley floor. 'Do you want to stay here, Christine? We'll pick you up on our return.'

    Christine shook her head. 'I'm coming with you.'

    I agreed with her. I would not wish to remain on that desolate spot, a bare, rain swept shelf on a misty hillside in the middle of nowhere. If there is a Hell, then I could not think of a better place for it.

    'Come on then.' Lorna accepted Christine's decision. She moved on, expecting us to follow. We did.

    Our next obstacle was a sheer drop of some thirty feet down to a scree slope. I looked and shrugged. After what we had been through, it was simplicity itself. Securing her penultimate rope around a prominent knob of rock, Lorna dropped it down the vertical incline. It hung there, moving slightly in the wind.

    'I'll go first,' Lorna backed over the edge of the ledge and walked herself downwards. 'It's easy' she said. 'You next, Christine. Take it easy now.'

    Christine took a deep breath and followed. Her eyes held mine for the first few feet and then she concentrated on the descent. Lorna caught her as she reached the bottom. I was last and sighed with relief when I hit the ground.

    I stopped smiling when Mary screamed again, long and low.

    'Come on ladies,' Lorna said.

    The slope was bare in front of us, speckled with erratic rocks and unutterably bleak, with the mist swirling around, creating strange shapes and unusual patterns. We scrambled down, gasping, scraping knees and shins off rocks, twisting ankles as our feet gave way beneath us and occasionally swearing.

    'Look up,' Lorna said.

    The mist spread horizontally above us, a lowering grey sky that shifted and altered shape, sending down serpentine tendrils to sweep across the rough ground.

    'We are separated from the world,' I said.

    'Where's Mary?' Lorna scanned the ground. The screaming had stopped. Now there was only a long bleating whine that set my hair on end.

    'That way,' I had never known Christine as decisive as she set off at a fast walking pace.

    I had thought we would find ourselves in a narrow glen. I was wrong. We were in a corrie, a tremendous spoon-shaped ice-gouged hollow between the two mountains, with a succession of lochans and ragged boulder-strewn depressions. Above us, the grey-white blanket of mist created a sense of confining unreality, as if we were walking through a constricting outdoors room. I felt as if we were the first women on the moon, the first humans to enter this mysterious place.

    'There she is,' Lorna hurried forward, sliding on the greasy surface. We followed, our boots splashing on the sodden ground and our packs thumping against our backs.

    Grey-pink brains seeped through the shards of Mary's skull as she lay on her face with her head pulped against a rock. Blood had formed a pool around her, her legs were splayed at a horrible angle, and one arm was bent beneath her body.

    'She's dead,' Lorna said at once. 'The fall would have killed her.'

    'No,' Christine shook her head. 'That can't be right. She's still alive. We heard her screaming. I know we did.'

    'I can still hear her,' I said as the long, eerie bleating wail sounded again. I thought of the caoineag. Was it that I could hear?

    Christine saw the snipe rise from its rocky bed, its eerie call echoing around us.

    'The gabhar adhaire,' I do not know from where my words came. 'That's the Gaelic name for the snipe. It means air goat because of the noise it makes. The mist must have distorted the snipe's call into the screams we heard.' I looked around at the desolation. 'We have wasted hours for nothing.'

    Lorna was kneeling beside Mary, checking without hope for any signs of life. 'It was not for nothing, Brenda. We found Mary. At least she's not in pain.'

    'No,' I said. 'Mary's not in pain.' I saw them come for her, the long column of men, women and children drifting over the bleak landscape, old men and young women, young men and old women, all silent. They formed around Mary, lifted her body and eased away toward Penrioch. Mary Ablach's kin had come to take her home. The circle was complete, and she was where she belonged.

    'We can't carry her,' Lorna rose from Mary's body. 'And we can't bury her in this thin soil. We'll build a cairn around her as we did with Kate.'

    'Yes,' I shook away my vision. Something on this peninsula was affecting my mind. I had not seen these people carry Mary away. I had imagined it.

    'I liked Mary,' Christine said. 'Is there nothing you can do, Lorna?'

    'No,' Lorna closed Mary's eyes. 'We can only bury her; it's the proper thing to do.' She looked around. 'I would prefer we left her elsewhere, though. This is a bad place.'

    'Have you ever read Conan Doyle's Lost World, Brenda?' Christine asked.

    I shook my head. This was not the time to discuss literature.

    'It's about a plateau in South America cut off from the world. This place is like that. Cut off by the hills and the mist. There are no dinosaurs here though.'

    I could not respond to that. I knew there were other things here, things I could not explain.

    'No,' Lorna spoke quietly. 'There are no dinosaurs here.'

    'I hope Charlie's all right.' Christine said.

    We laid Mary in a slight hollow and built a cairn around her from the plentiful supply of rocks. That was the third burial cairn we had raised in three days, which was three cairns too many. I cannot say how I felt. Numb, if anything, as if I were watching somebody else's life. There were some scrubby trees nearby, wind-tortured and stunted. Lorna fashioned a cross, and we placed it at her head.

    'If she had held on to her rowan cross and her blue crystal she might still be alive,' I said. Nobody contradicted me. In this strange place, we all jumped at shadows.

    'I don't want to leave her alone,' Christine said.

    I thought of the image I had seen. 'Mary's not alone,' I said. 'She is with her ancestors.' I could only shrug when Lorna threw me an odd look.

    'Now we have to get out of here,' Lorna said, 'without losing anybody else. I wish we had all stayed together. I wish Charlie had remained with us.'

    'So do I.' Although I did not like Charlie, I did not wish any harm to befall her. The thought of her wandering around this peninsula alone was quite alarming.

    'It will be dark soon,' Christine said.

    'It's quite a climb to get back to Bein a Ghlo.' Lorna looked upward. 'Do we chance it in the dark?'

    'Yes,' I said. 'We're running out of food, we've had two deaths, and we've had enough of this place. It's time to get back to civilisation.'

    'Yes,' I was surprised that Christine agreed. 'I can't stay here,' she said. 'It's too horrible.'

    'Very well then,' Lorna said. 'Keep together.' Although she was calm and had seen death a thousand times at the Front, I could see that she was shaken.

    'Are you all right?' I asked.

    Lorna nodded. 'It's different,' she guessed my thoughts. 'One expects death in war. One is prepared for it, even though it can be utterly hideous. One has a framework in which to work and a team to help and support. I did not expect anything like that here.'

    Of us all, it was now Christine who seemed the most composed. 'That's seven deaths in this peninsula' she said. 'There were the two men on the beach, the Mahoney expedition, Kate and now Mary.'

    I nodded. 'We'd better take great care that there are no more.' How many shrouds had the washerwoman worked on at the ford? Five. Would the shrouds only refer to members of our expedition or everybody who was out here? I did not know. Mary would have known.

    If I discounted the Mahoney expedition, there had been four deaths so far, the two men and two of us. One shroud remained. Would there be another death?

    'I hated her, you know,' Christine said.

    I had guessed that.

    'Who did you hate?' Lorna asked.

    'Kate.' Christine said. 'I used to dream about killing her in all sorts of different ways.'

    Lorna hesitated before asking the inevitable question. 'Did you kill her, Christine?'

    'No.' Christine replied at once. 'I'm glad she's dead, though.'

    I did not have to speak, knowing that Christine wished to unburden herself.

    'When we are a school, Kate used to bully me all the time. She made me into her slave.' Christine said. 'When other people were around she was as nice as could be, pretending to help me with my homework and that sort of thing.'

    Lorna was also quiet as Christine recounted old memories. We stumbled through the gathering dark with the spirit of Mary accompanying us. I heard that weird call again. Was that the snipe, or was it Mary's soul departing from her body, hoping to rise to heaven but trapped by the malignancy of this hidden corrie in the Rough Bounds. Faint in the mist I heard music, a familiar voice singing Mairi's Wedding, then Kisimuil's Galley.

    'When we left school Kate found me a job as her secretary. I desperately wanted away but it was a position, and there was no alternative. One must eat.' Christine looked at me as if pleading for understanding. I understood. Some people have that sort of power over others; a dominant personality will control the lives of those around her.

    'There are few jobs at present,' I encouraged. I could not blame Christine for her predicament. She could not help her personality any more than I could help mine. We are as Mother Nature made us.

    'Everybody needs somebody,' Christine seemed to tap into the core of my loneliness. 'And everybody needs to eat.'

    I understood Christine. While the others had a need to push forward on some personal crusade, Christine possessed a much quieter character. I smiled at her. 'You're all right, Chrissie,' I said.

    'Please don't call me that.' Christine's voice was urgent. 'Kate called me that. I hated it.'

    'I won't use that name again,' I promised.

    We splashed across the floor of that corrie to the foot of the slope and looked up for the burn, hidden in the evening dim. It sounded sinister with its constant roar, like some beast hunting for prey.

    'Look,' Christine's night vision was superior to mine as she pointed to a gleam of white thirty yards away. 'The burn is coming out of a cave up there. It may be easier to get up that way than that bare slope with the cliff wall.'

    'Good thinking, Christine.' Like me, Lorna was surprised that Christine ventured an opinion.

    We stared up at the hillside. In the gathering gloom, it looked more ominous than ever, with each rock a potential hazard and each dark shape transmogrified into a threat, real or imagined. The burn rushed from the cave entrance, boiling and eddying around countless water-slicked boulders on its mad rush into the corrie.

    'I don't think we should try the climb in the night,' Lorna made the decision that we were all thinking.

    'We might be able to shelter in the cave.' I said. 'As long as it's relatively dry.' I did not fancy sitting in a slimy wet hole in the ground.

    'My candles are in the rucksack if anybody can be bothered finding them.' Lorna said.

    None of us could. We were too tired so groped our way from the gloom of the corrie into the darkness of the cave and hoped for relief. The entrance closed around us.

    'It's dry in here,' Christine's voice echoed from the rock. 'And the ground is fairly level.'

    'There is shelter from the wind and rain as well.' Lorna said. 'I am surprised. Maybe things are going to turn our way for a change. We'll stay here overnight and be off at the first crack of dawn.'

    Once again we were destined for another night on this peninsula, and this time with two of our party to mourn. We ventured sufficiently far into the cave to escape the weather and huddled down in a corner, with the sound of the burn our constant companion.

    'Did Mary have any relations? A husband? Parents?' Lorna was first to mention Mary's loss.

    'She had a mother,' I said. 'Somewhere in Edinburgh, I believe.'

    'I'll find out,' Lorna said. 'I'll break the news to them; it's the proper thing to do.' She lowered her voice. 'I've done that sort of thing often enough in the past.'

    'Kate had parents,' Christine said. 'Lord and Lady Gordon of Carnbrora. Since Adam died, she was the heir to everything.'

    'That will be a loss,' Lorna said.

    'Only to the Gordons,' Christine said.

    'It's strange that both Mary and Kate had an ancestral history here.' I shook my head. 'What a terrible trip this has been. I'll be glad to get away from here.'

    'We all will,' Lorna said.

    'How are your cuts, Lorna?' I asked. 'I've never seen an eagle act like that before.'

    Lorna rubbed at her leg. 'I'll live,' she said. 'It'll be stiff in the morning, but I'll live.' She shook her head. 'It's been a terrible day. Let's hope that tomorrow is better. If you have any food left, eat a little and save a bit for breakfast. Good night now.' She lay down and was sleeping within a minute.

    'Brenda,' Christine whispered. 'I must talk to you.'

    'I'm listening,' I cleared a space on the ground to lie down. Suddenly I felt exhausted as the endeavours and tragedies of the day hit home. 'Best let it keep until tomorrow, Christine. I must sleep now.'

    'There's something I must tell you,' Christine said. 'It's important.'

    I heard her voice as if from a long distance away as sleep crept over me. 'It'll have to wait, Christine.'
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    I did not know where I was when I awoke from a troubled sleep. Grey light filtered through the entrance of the cave, creeping over the sleeping bodies of Lorna and Christine. I lay still, watching the light play on Christine's face, highlighting her cheekbones and her snub nose. I loved the way her hair masked her eyes. I smiled until I remembered the deaths of Kate and Mary.

    The snipe was active again, its call eerily echoing around the cave. I sat up and felt for what was left of the food I had brought, thanking Kate for forcing the inn to provide a decent packed lunch. Stale marmalade sandwiches were a lot better than nothing, while there was plenty of fresh water in the burn. I knelt and cupped the flowing water in both hands. It was cold and clear and tasted of sand.

    'Are you awake?' Christine had followed me to the burn. She crouched at my side.

    'Just about. How are you feeling?'

    Christine knelt on all fours to lap at the water like a dog. 'I'm fine,' she looked up. 'How are you?'

    'I mean how do you feel about Kate and Mary?' I said.

    'I'll miss Mary,' Christine said.

    'You knew Kate a lot longer than you knew Mary,' I tried to find out more about their symbiotic relationship.

    'I was scared of Kate,' Christine said. 'I told you that I wanted to kill her. When I was at school, planning her death was the only thing that kept me from running away or killing myself.' Her smile was so innocent that it did not belong to the words.

    'I see.' I drank more water. 'Did you feel the same way after you left school?'

    'Not much different,' Christine said. 'I needed her for the employment, and she needed me as somebody to bully and prove how powerful she was.' Christine smiled. 'Not any more.'

    Something was chilling about the way Christine accepted Kate's death with such equanimity. 'I see.'

    'Anyway,' Christine glanced over to ensure that Lorna was still asleep. 'I want to talk to you about something completely different.'

    'What is it?' I asked.

    'It's about you,' Christine said, 'and who you are.'

    'I am Brenda Smith,' I gave my automatic response.

    'No,' Christine shook her head. 'Not that name. I mean who you really are.'

    I stood up. I knew nothing about my early life. I grew up in an orphanage in Perth, and then with a family who told me all they knew. The orphanage gave me the name of Smith and had used it ever since. 'Nobody knows who I really am.'

    'I do.' Christine said.

    Suspicion quickly replaced my initial interest. 'How can you know?'

    'You know that I worked for Kate,' Christine said. 'And Kate helped her parents run her estates.'

    'I only know what you have told me,' I said.

    'Kate's parents don't just own an estate up here in Sutherland; they also own land in Perthshire.' Christine told me. 'They finance and run orphanages in Aberfoyle and Perth.' She gave a quick, nervous smile. 'Despite what Mary thinks- sorry, thought – the Gordons are not the devils incarnate. They give a lot back to the local communities.'

    I gave an impatient nod. 'Yes, good, please carry on.'

    'I had access to all the records,' Christine said. 'I knew you were an orphan from Perthshire, so I looked you up.' She smiled across to me. 'I always liked you, Brenda, ever since you joined the climbing club.'

    'Thank you.' I was not sure what else I should say.

    'At first, I could not find you,' Christine said. 'I was looking for Brenda Smith, you see.'

    I stepped back, suddenly interested. All my life I had wondered who I was, now this strange young woman seemed to know more about me than I did myself. 'Carry on.'

    The sound of the burn seemed to diminish as if it also wished to hear my life history. Sufficient light filtered through the cave entrance to illuminate Christine's face, with her delicate features and eager hazel eyes.

    'There was a new-born baby left at the door of the orphanage at Aberfoyle on the morning of 1st November 1895.' Christine put a hand on my arm. 'There was no name or anything with the child, so they named it Brenda, after the woman who found her and Smith because that was a common name.'

    I nodded. 'That much I knew.'

    Christine smiled. 'Did you know that there was a woman taken into the infirmary in Dundee the same day who had recently given birth? She denied it, and the police charged her with concealment of pregnancy. That was in the Dundee Courier.'

    'I did not know that,' I said. 'Is that related?'

    'Yes.' Christine said. 'She came from Achnashee farm, a mile or two from Aberfoyle.'

    'Oh?' My heart gave a little leap. Was that my mother?

    'Yes. Achnashee is Gaelic for the sacred field or something like that. Fairy field perhaps.' Christine smiled coyly. 'Do you want to know the woman's name?'

    'I would like that,' I tried to control my nervousness. Would I find out the name of my mother?

    'Roberta Kirk,' Christine said.

    'Roberta Kirk.' I ran the name through my head. 'Roberta is an unusual name. I suspect her parents wished for a boy and had already picked out the name Robert.' I could suddenly hear everything very clearly, from the rush of the burn to an unknown bird whistling outside. 'Do you think Roberta Kirk was my mother?'

    'Yes,' Christine said. 'I am almost certain. She was from the same place and had given birth to a baby at the same time.'

    'But why abandon me?' I asked.

    'The shame of being an unmarried mother in a rural community,' Christine said simply. 'How could she live with that?' Suddenly she was not the innocent young girl but a very perceptive and understanding young woman with bright, intelligent eyes and a gentle smile on her lips.

    I had to sit down. 'Thank you, Christine. I'll have to think about all that.' A shaft of dawn sun eased into the cave and glossed the surface of the burn. I lowered my voice to little more than a whisper. 'I want to meet my mother, wherever she is. I have to tell her that…' I did not know what I had to tell her. I only wanted to see her, to look into her eyes. I wanted to matter to somebody.

    'She died in the infirmary,' Christine said. 'I'm sorry Brenda.' Reaching over, she touched my arm. 'I'm sorry to raise your hopes like that.'

    'I might have relatives elsewhere,' I said. I was used to masking my disappointments and rejections. My hurt would return later when I was alone.

    'Does the name not mean anything to you?' Christine asked.

    'Roberta Kirk? No,' I shook my head. 'I've never heard it before.'

    'Well,' Christine leaned closer to me. 'You must hear this…'

    'What are you two talking about?' Lorna's voice boomed through the cave. 'Come on, let's get some breakfast and get on our way. I want to get back to the inn today and away from this terrible place.'

    Lorna's words brought back to me the reality of our situation with two members of our party dead and the male climbers' deaths to report as well. My past would have to wait for the future. The present took precedence. 'Thank you, Christine,' I wanted to hug her. 'We'll have to talk about this later.'

    Lorna hurriedly finished off the last of her sandwiches, and we got ourselves ready to journey on, although my mind was buzzing with speculation about who I might be. Brenda Kirk? I quite liked that name.

    'This cave slopes upward,' Christine's confidence seemed to be growing by the minute. All she had needed was somebody to take her seriously. I listened to her with some pride, like an elder sister. 'I'm sure this is the same burn that we followed coming down so hopefully we can follow it and save ourselves that first climb.'

    Lorna looked at me with her eyebrows raised. She had also noted the change in Christine. 'I think this woman is talking sense, Brenda. It seems the only proper thing to do. Do you agree?'

    'With all my heart,' I said and saw Christine flush with pleasure.

    The first part of the slope was gentle but we had to duck our heads as the cave narrowed in size.

    'It's lucky you're only a little 'un,' Lorna said, and Christine laughed. We had not forgotten the deaths of Kate and Mary, but there was no point in dwelling on such things. We had to keep our spirits up.

    As the roof lowered, so the space between the cave wall and the burn diminished, forcing us to walk in single file and then to creep upwards along a narrow ledge, nearly scraping our heads on the roof and with the burn foaming on our left.

    'If it gets any more constricting,' Lorna shouted against the roaring water, 'we'll either have to walk up the burn or return to the corrie outside. We'll have to decide soon.'

    I nodded, and at that moment the cave levelled out into what appeared to be a large cavern. The noise immediately decreased, and we fumbled in the sudden space.

    'Wait,' Lorna said. 'Now we need a light. Look in my rucksack, Christine.'

    It only took Christine a minute to unearth a box of matches and the stub of a candle. She scraped a flame, applied it to the wick of the candle and when the flame increased we almost immediately we wished she had left us in the dark.

    The skull sat on top of a pillar or rock, its mouth gaping open and its eyes staring at us. While I recoiled in horror, Christine gasped and dropped the candle. It rolled around the ground, casting alternate light and shadow before the flame died entirely and left us in the dark.

    'What was that?' I asked foolishly.

    'It was a skull,' Lorna said. 'Find the candle, and get it back on.'

    We scrabbled on the dusty floor of the cave until Christine lifted the candle and scraped a match. Wavering light pooled around the cavern, as we clustered together for comfort.

    The skull seemed to stare at us, its mouth wide in a soundless scream.

    'I wonder what happened here.' Lorna was first to recover her nerve.

    'I've read about massacres in caves,' Christine approached the skull and held her candle beside it. 'Some clan would raid another, who would hide in a cave and the first lot would smoke them to death.'

    'Oh, how romantic,' Lorna said. 'Walter Scott never mentioned anything like that in his books.'

    The light reflected from the white bone, posing a mystery to which we would never know the full answer. 'I don't think this was a clan massacre,' I said as the image appeared before me.

    A group of men and women in simple clothing carried a dead body into the cave. Singing a low song, they laid the body on the ground and slowly, reverently, cut off the head and the limbs. Blood seeped onto the ground and dripped into the burn as a woman lifted the disembodied head and placed it on the pillar of rock. The others gathered around, still singing.

    'I think this was a much older evil.' I said.

    I remembered the drowning at the pool. Now there was a skull preserved in this cave. What was the connection? Water. There was water at the pool, and there was water in the burn. Had this been a sacrifice to a water god?

    Water was the source of life. Water flowed through and over the flanks of An Cailleach. Water was her blood. Water formed the basis of the veil of mist she wore to hide her face from the presumptuous scrutiny of men.

    'There are others,' Christine held her candle high, revealing more skulls set in niches on the face of the cave and on columns of rock. They returned our stares through empty eye sockets, skull after skull that decorated the walls of the entire cavern.

    'How many are there?' Christine stepped closer to me. I could feel the warmth of her body.

    'Hundreds,' I said. I do not know where I got that information. 'A skull for each sacrifice and a sacrifice to the water each year.'

    'What is this place?' Lorna chose to ignore my speculations.

    'It is a temple, a holy place to store the venerated dead.' I could feel the sanctity, like the holy island of Iona or the ruins of the Border Abbeys. 'You'll have seen much worse in the war.'

    'Much,' Lorna said. 'These poor people are beyond suffering now.'

    'Unless their souls are still in torment,' I said. 'I wonder who they were, and why they were selected to be sacrificed.'

    'These are the unwanted.' The woman stood in the darkest recess of the cavern, beyond the yellow glow of the candle. Her voice was low and clear, and I knew that nobody saw her except for me. 'These were the orphans and the unclaimed, the children of broken marriages, the scions of dead mothers, the prisoners of war and the unknown. They were honoured to be chosen for it gave purpose to their existence.'

    'I was unwanted,' I said. 'I am not known,' I said. 'Nobody knows who I am. I don't know who I am.' I saw myself in the position of these sacrificed women. I saw myself becoming central to the existence of these people who lived on the flanks of An Cailleach. Was that why I had come? Had the hill called me across the breadth of Scotland to sacrifice me?

    The woman stepped closer to me with darkness shielding her face and only her eyes clear and bright and intense.

    'Find out, Brenda. Find out who you are. Will you find yourself upside down in the drowning pool and your head thrust on a spike to watch the water for all eternity? Or is there some other reason for your birth?'

    'How do I find out?' I asked.

    'Ask the right people the right questions,' the woman said.

    I stretched my hand out to her. 'Help me,' I said.

    I spoke to nobody but shadows. The woman was gone as quickly as silently as she had appeared, leaving me in that cave of the dead with the burn rumbling and gushing on one side and the grinning skulls on the other. I could feel the souls of the dead pleading for a release I could not grant them. Suddenly I saw another head in that cavern. Kate's face sat there, accusing me with forceful eyes. Beside her lay an empty niche, awaiting a tenant. A man stepped forward, benign-eyed as he strove to save me from that fate. I had seen him before at the inn. I knew that man without having ever spoken to him.

    Other forces rose, whispering voices in my mind and fat fingers clutching at me. I knew they were the priests of that long-dormant order. They wanted me in the drowning pool. They wanted to sacrifice me to the blood-water of An Cailleach, so my skull would be here forever. A tall female threw back her hood and reached for me, with cold water dripping from her fingers.

    'No!' I denied out loud and cracked my stick on the hard ground.

    'No what?' Lorna was looking at me in surprise. 'What's the matter, Brenda? These skulls don't bite. They're long past hurting anybody.'

    'Oh,' I looked at Christine's suddenly knowing eyes. 'Oh, no, I'm not scared of the skulls,' I said. 'I just wish we would get out of here. I'm not looking forward to telling people about Kate and Mary.'

    'Nor am I,' Lorna said 'Come on then.'

    That strange woman was still watching me. I tried to shake off her image. I knew that this peninsula affected us all in different ways, enhancing some aspect of our personality. Lorna was more prone to bad memories of her wartime experiences, Mary had become bitterer about her ancestor's fate, Kate's bullying predominated, and Christine was more hesitant while Charlie delved more into her role as a suffragette and journalist. I had wondered how the peninsula or the spirits in it, would affect me.

    Now I knew. The peninsula attacked my insecurities of self. An Cailleach sensed that ignorance of my birth weakened me. It attacked that vulnerability through impossible fears. I straightened my shoulders. Well, I was a full-grown woman now, not some little child clinging to her doll in the darkness of the orphanage, crying for the mother she had never known.

    'I am no child to be scared of shadows,' I said out loud. 'Let the past remain in the past.'

    'Over here,' Christine's voice was low and clear as she tapped her stick on the ground.

    More bones, femurs and scapulas, clavicles and sternums, ribs, radius and humerus, an eclectic collection of the discarded. Lorna picked her way through them, identifying each one. 'These must belong to the skulls,' she said. 'Oh, dear God, what's this?'

    It was a tiny skeleton, complete in every detail except the head.

    'A child,' Lorna said. 'They've killed a child.'

    'More than one,' Christine said. 'Look over here.'

    In an offshoot of the cavern, a score of niches lines the wall. A tiny skeleton sat in each niche, headless and forlorn. I could feel the pain of these children, unwanted by the world, abandoned to the cruel religion that demanded a sacrifice so that An Cailleach could live. What kind of people were we, to hold human life so cheap?

    Charlie would say that it was all the fault of men, while women would be gentler, more sensible and kinder. Thinking back to what I knew of history, I doubted that. Neither Catherine the Great of Russia nor Queen Elizabeth of England had been renowned for their gentleness, while Bloody Mary had been as big a monster as ever lived. I thought of the women who marched on Paris and who watched the heads roll during the French Revolution. No, I thought, we are no more the gentler sex than we are an inferior gender to the male. If women were in charge, the world would roll on much as before.

    In the last century, hundreds if not thousands of women had murdered their unwanted children. I had been fortunate to avoid that fate; my mother had compassion for her bastard if that was what I was, and the landowner, Kate's parents, had funded an orphanage. We were all bound together, each entity a single strand in a complex rope woven with history, family, tradition and money. I was part of a story whose final chapter was yet to be written.

    Turn the page, Brenda, uncoil the rope and see what An Cailleach wants with you.

    'What now?' I had been walking instinctively as my mind wandered. I came back to reality with a start. We were at the foot of an underground waterfall, with Christine's candle casting flickering light over the milky-white water that thundered past us. I could not see the top of the fall.

    'Do we go up there?' Lorna pointed to the near vertical incline beside the fall, 'or do we go back?'

    'What would Kate do?' Christine asked.

    'She would go on,' I said, 'up the Easan gruamach – the gloomy waterfalls.'

    'From where did you get that name?' Lorna asked.

    I shrugged. 'I must have read it somewhere.' I knew that was not true. I had never read that name. Even if I had, I doubted if I would have remembered the pronunciation and the translation.

    'The climb does not look too bad,' Lorna accepted my explanation. 'Shall we rope ourselves together?'

    'Yes, please,' Christine said. 'We're safer united.'

    We tied ourselves with our penultimate length of rope and began the climb. As Lorna had said, it did not look too bad, a dark wall streaming with water but provided with a myriad hand and footholds.

    Climbing in a cave is like no other kind of climbing. One moves in the dark, with rock all around rather than clear air. There may be insects but no birds, often one is damp and cold, and always one is uncomfortable. That climb was no different as we ascended the wall beside the artery of An Cailleach, with my thoughts racing and little Christina clambering like a champion a few feet above my head.

    We felt the cold first and then realised the dark was fading around us. The passageway around the burn narrowed, and then we emerged onto the same slope we had descended the previous evening, with the mist beneath us and ominous black clouds gathering above Bein a Ghlo. I took a deep breath of the chill air, glad to be free of the confines of the cave.

    'Well, Christine,' Lorna said. 'You were correct, that cave was an easier route. I didn't like the old skulls though.'

    Christine shook her head. 'They were scary,' she said.

    'Now let's push on and get home,' I stamped my feet. 'I don't want any more tragedy.'

    'Look over there,' Christine pointed with her stick. 'Somebody is running on the hillside.'

    'That's Charlie,' Lorna said at once. 'Why is she running in this direction?'

    I felt an immediate slide of disappointment. I had hoped that Charlie was safe back at the inn and had sent a party over to collect the bodies of Kate and Mary.

    'Charlie! Charlie!' Lorna waved her stick with her voice carrying over the hillside to where Charlie ran.

    Charlie started and turned toward us. She was bare-headed and without rucksack or stick. She lifted a hand, staggering.

    'Something's wrong,' Christine said.

    We hurried on, chancing a twisted ankle or worse on the treacherous ground where rocks could slip underfoot, and heather frequently hid deep holes.

    'Charlie!' Lorna caught her as she stumbled. 'Where are you going?'

    'Is it really you?' Charlie's face was smeared with mud, tear-stained and swollen with insect bites. 'Oh, please God tell me that it's you.'

    'It's us,' Lorna held Charlie by the shoulders. 'It's all right; it's us.'

    'Did you see them?' Charlie spoke rapidly. 'Did you see them? They're coming after me.'

    'We didn't see anybody,' I looked around the bleak hillside, wondering what further horrors An Cailleach could throw at us.

    Charlie, tough, aggressive Charlie, began to sob. 'Oh, don't let them get me, please don't let them get me.'

    'Nobody will get you,' Lorna promised. 'You're safe with us. We won't let any harm befall you.'

    'Who was it?' Christine asked. 'Who is trying to get you?'

    'The men,' Charlie said. 'The men are chasing me.' She clung to Lorna as if to a saviour.

    I gripped my staff and searched the hillside. A fluctuating wind stirred the heather, making bushes move to look like people. A trio of deer trotted past, unheeding. I did not see any men.

    'Tell us what happened,' Lorna said. 'Take a deep breath and take your time.'

    Charlie nodded. 'When I left you I hurried on. I wanted to get to the inn and send out a rescue party. But when I got to the Shelter Stone the men were waiting for me.'

    'We haven't seen any men,' Lorna gripped her stick tightly. Remembering what she had been and what she had experienced, I doubted that any man or group of men would overawe Lorna. I felt Christine move closer to me.

    'How many men?' I asked. 'What were they like?'

    Charlie swallowed hard and ran a hand through her hair. 'There were three men, one a fellow with a moustache, another with freckles and the third was younger with a long face and hands covered in black hair.'

    I could not have described the Mahoney expedition better myself. Or at least, I could not have defined my image of the Mahoney expedition better.

    Lorna glanced at me as if warning me to keep my mouth shut. 'What happened?' She asked Charlie.

    'When I got to the Shelter Stone they lunged at me,' Charlie said. 'All three of them tried to grab me. I dropped my pack and ran away with them chasing me.'

    'Why did they do that?' Lorna asked. 'Did they say anything?'

    'No,' Charlie shook her head. 'They didn't say anything, but I saw the naked lust in their eyes. I knew what they wanted all right and they were not going to get it from me.'

    I stepped back. An Cailleach had her way of attacking us at a spot where we were most vulnerable. She had enhanced Kate's domineering streak, increased Christine's vulnerability, given Lorna nightmares about her wartime experiences and now introduced Charlie to her worst nightmare. A trio of men had attacked Charlie, the supreme suffragette.

    'Did you escape?' I asked.

    'I ran into the hills, and I've been hiding ever since.' Charlie looked around her, wide-eyed. 'They're still watching me. I know that they are.'

    'You're safe with us,' Lorna tried to soothe away her fears. 'Nobody will bother you while we're here. We'll stay together now and head for the inn.'

    'I'm not going back to the Shelter Stone,' Charlie shook her head.

    Lorna glanced at me. I nodded agreement. 'We'll avoid it,' Lorna said, 'if that's all right with you, Christine?'

    Unused to being consulted, Christine gabbled out. 'Yes, if you think so.'

    'Let's keep moving then.'

    'What about Mary?' Charlie asked. 'How is she?'

    'Mary died in the fall,' Lorna said. 'It was not her we heard, it was only a bird calling.'

    It was a distraction, I realised. An Cailleach had distracted us with the snipe, so our party divided, and she could attack Charlie. She was aware of our weaknesses and exploited them. An Cailleach was a devious mountain, but I was up to her tricks. I would not be fooled again.

    I tapped my staff on a rock. Every day here brought its dramas; thank goodness we were heading away. Allowing Lorna to set the pace, I walked in the rear, continually turning around to see if anybody was following us. I was not sure that I believed in Charlie's three men, but on the other hand, I did not believe in the washerwoman at the ford either, or the caoineag, and I had seen them plainly enough. I thought of the eagles attacking Lorna and Mary, gripped my stick and watched for the three men.

    'Come on, An Cailleach,' I murmured, 'I'm ready for you.'

    The wind rustling through the heather sounded like distant laughter.
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    We stood halfway down the slope that led to Penrioch and Tigh-na-Beiste, with the bogland glittering in the weak sunshine and the bubbling call of a curlew melancholic above the constant hum of insects.

    The long trek across Bein a Ghlo had calmed Charlie a little although she was still not herself. 'You won't leave me?'

    'No, we won't' Lorna said. 'We'll stick together all the way home.' She nodded to the west where purple clouds bruised the sky. 'There's heavy weather coming, so we had better keep moving.'

    'It's all right, Charlie.' I said. 'I'm keeping watch for any men. We'll be back at the inn around dusk.'

    Charlie nodded. 'Christine,' she said. 'I'm sorry for how I acted yesterday.'

    'That's all right, Charlie,' Christine accepted the apology with the magnanimity I would have expected from her. 'We're all under nervous strain here. Nobody is acting as they normally do.'

    'Shake and make up,' Lorna said. 'It's the only proper thing to do.'

    'You always like to do the proper thing,' Christine's hand was out in an instant, and I felt a subtle twinge of jealousy when she also gave Charlie a quick kiss on the cheek.

    'That's the way,' Lorna approved. 'Now let's get going.'

    We began the walk downhill with Lorna's arm around Charlie's shoulder and Christine close to me. I felt as if I had been adopted, or had replaced Kate in Charlie's affections. That kiss had rankled though, and I wondered how I could inveigle Christine into kissing me as well.

    The rain began with an isolated spatter that increased to a steady downpour and then the heavens opened and a deluge hammered us, forcing us to walk with our heads down and our boots sloshing in puddles. What had been small trickles quickly turned into brown-and-white burns that foamed and roared down the hill flanks, some in deep gulleys and others over-topping the beds they had carved into the granite.

    'We can't go on in this,' Charlie said.

    'We must,' Lorna said, 'if we're to get over the ford before dark.'

    Keeping my head down, I plodded on. I agreed with Charlie but did not wish to appear weak.

    'Where's the nearest shelter?' Charlie shouted.

    'Tigh na Beiste' Lorna replied. 'We'll pass over the bogland, and then we'll pass Tigh-na-Beiste.' She hardened her voice. 'We won't stop.'

    Even the name made me wince. Which was worse, spending hours out here in the driving rain or sheltering in a building that had turned this expedition into a nightmare? 'I agree,' I said. 'We don't have the time to shelter. We should press on and get to the inn. I for one have had enough of this peninsula and its disasters.'

    'I agree,' Christine said. 'Sorry, Charlie but I want to get out of here.'

    Charlie nodded, and we pressed on, slipping and sliding down the slope toward the bog.

    By now the rain had subsided into a miserable, misty drizzle that obscured our vision and seeped through every layer of clothing, so walking was uncomfortable and damp trousers chafed the inside of our thighs and other more intimate places.

    'Tonight we'll sleep in warm, soft beds,' Lorna tried to cheer us all up.

    'I want a bath first,' I said. 'I want to luxuriate in a long hot bath, wash my hair and smell clean again, rather than stinking of peat and dirt and sweat and other things that I refuse to mention.'

    'Food,' Charlie said. 'I want real food rather than mouldy sandwiches. I want a pot of hot tea and fresh salmon or a chunk of beef and vegetables.'

    'How about you, Christine? What do you want most?' Lorna asked.

    'I don't know,' Christine said. 'I always let Kate decide. Without her, I don't know what I want.'

    'You're your own woman,' I chided her gently. 'You choose now.'

    'Oh,' Christine took off her hat and ran forked fingers through her hair. 'I want a bath and food and a soft bed.'

    'When we get back home, I'll sleep for two days, Lorna said.

    'I want to check on my real family,' I altered the course of the conversation. 'Christine has discovered what my real name might be. I want to see if I have any living relatives.'

    I had hoped for a reaction. All I got was silence. We plodded on with our boots squelching on the ground and our feet encased in sodden stockings. I could feel blisters forming on my left heel and between the toes of my right foot. This is my last expedition, I thought. I am not putting myself through this torture again. From now on it's a sedentary life for me, sitting by my own fireside in the evening and maybe indulging in some gentle gardening at the weekend. The furthest I will venture is to the coffee shop at Jenners department store in Princes Street, and if I want the countryside, I will take a gentle walk around the Botanical Garden, or up Arthur's Seat if I wish to be daring.

    I heard the mocking laughter.

    'Who was that?' I asked.

    'Who was what?' Lorna looked sideways at me.

    'I thought I heard somebody laughing.'

    'Nobody's laughing,' Lorna said. 'Maybe you heard one of these snipes or a whaup. There are plenty of them around.'

    'That must be it,' I said, knowing full well that it was no bird I had heard. Somebody was mocking my plans for the future. Who? It might have been that strange woman or the man with the gentle eyes. It may have been An Cailleach herself, the evil witch that had turned herself into an eagle to kill Mary.

    Now it was my turn to be stupid. How could a hill turn itself into an eagle? That was just superstitious nonsense gleaned from old wife's tales. I forced the thoughts away. I was over-tired and under nervous strain from the deaths of Mary and Kate. That's all that was wrong with me; nothing else.

    The laughter came again, a wild cackle that emanated from the hillside.

    'Go away,' I mumbled. 'I can't hear you.'

    The laughter came a third time, more raucous than ever. 'Can you hear yourself?' The voice asked. 'Can you hear your own voice talking?'

    'You can't hurt me,' I said. 'I won't fall for any more of your deceptions.'

    'Your deceptions,' the voice echoed. 'Your deceptions.'

    'Brenda?' Christine was shaking my arm. 'Are you all right? You're talking to yourself.'

    'Am I?' I attempted to look surprised.

    I had never adequately looked at Christine before. Now I saw that she was a beautiful young woman with a snub nose and a lovely heart-shaped face. When she smiled, as she did now, her eyes crinkled at the corners, and her teeth were even and white.

    'You are,' Christine was smiling. 'You were arguing with yourself.'

    'Well, I said. 'If I were doing that, at least I would win the debate.'

    Christine's laugh held the tinkling of silver bells. 'That's true,' she said. 'Will you ever come back here?'

    'No,' I ignored the mocking laughter and shook my head. 'I have no intention of returning here.'

    'Oh,' Christine shook the moisture from her hair with a gesture rather like a springer spaniel drying itself. Her eyes were equally soft and puppy-like. 'I have.'

    'You would return here even after all that has happened? The loss of Kate and Mary and finding these two dead men, and now,' I gestured to Charlie, 'whatever happened to Charlie.'

    'Oh, yes,' Christine said. 'That's why I want to come back. There are so many mysteries here. I want to unravel them and find out what makes this place so terrible.' She smiled again. 'I like to unpick mysteries,' she said. 'That's why I tried to find out about you, Brenda. You were a mystery. You still are.'

    'I'm no mystery.' I said. 'I'm just an unwanted orphan of the storm.'

    Christine laughed again. 'You're even a mystery to yourself,' she said. 'Brenda Kirk suits you.'

    'If that's my name,' I said.

    'It is,' Christine was suddenly serious. Her smile dissipated, so her face altered from a mischievous elf into a studious academic. I had never seen such a fascinating transformation. 'And you should know more about your family Brenda. Or about one of your ancestors in particular.'

    'Do you know more than you are saying?'

    'I know more than I have said so far,' Christine said. 'I need time and space to tell you. We need somewhere private without anybody else present.'

    'Why is that?'

    'Because you won't believe what I have to tell you.'

    I looked at her solemn face. 'Why would I not believe you?' I asked.

    'Because what I have to say is unbelievable.'

    I was not sure how to reply to that, so said nothing as we trudged on into the recurring mist. At least we were heading home, downcast at the loss of two of our women, tired, hungry and aching, but moving in the right direction. Every step saw us leaving An Cailleach's malevolent influence further behind. Yet every step also brought us close to Tigh-na-Beiste with its memories of evil men and terrible events.

    'They're back,' Charlie's voice broke into the slide of mist and hiss of the rain. 'Over there. The men are back.'

    We all turned to peer where Charlie had pointed. The mist had thickened again, slithering down the hillside, gathering in grey-white patches in pockets of low ground, clinging to isolated rocks to alter their shapes and deceive our eyes.

    'I can't see anything,' Lorna said. 'Mist can play tricks with our eyes, Charlie. Anyway, they won't try anything with the four of us here.' She gripped her stick hard and lifted it like a club. 'Just let them try, that's all, just let them try!'

    I hefted my own staff. 'We're with you, Charlie. Nobody will hurt you while I'm around.' Brought up in an orphanage, and then as an adopted child, I was well used to taking care of myself. The boys in my orphanage had been a tough crowd, while adopted children had a rough time at school. Teachers and pupils often picked on us as motherless, unwanted and therefore, in their eyes, blameworthy children guilty of the terrible sin of being unsupported. I was used to receiving and giving hard knocks and pity help any man who tried to assault me. As An Cailleach had challenged me: gin ye daur.

    'Hurry, please hurry!' Glancing over her shoulder, Charlie increased her pace, so she nearly ran down that slithering slope. An Cailleach had found the weakness in the confident, brash, nearly aggressive suffragette of only a few days ago and had broken her.

    'Stay with us,' I shouted. 'We're stronger together.'

    'They're chasing me, not you,' Charlie said.

    'Nobody will hurt you when I'm here,' I promised. 'I'll kill them.' They are already dead, I said to myself. If Charlie's attackers are the Mahoney group, then I can no more kill them than … Than I can work out who my own mysterious apparition is?

    Oh dear God what is happening here?

    Lorna gripped Charlie's arm. 'Brenda's right,' she said. 'Stay with us, and nothing will happen to you.'

    Perhaps An Cailleach heightened our ability to feel each other's emotions, for Christine was next to be affected. 'I can see them,' she said. 'I saw movement back there.'

    'There's nobody here except us,' level-headed Lorna was the voice of common sense. 'Keep calm.'

    I took a deep breath to calm my now racing heart. 'Let's stop for a moment,' I said. 'Gather our thoughts and see what we can see.'

    'If we stop they'll catch us.' Charlie was badly scared. A night alone on An Cailleach had shattered her nerves.

    'Let them,' I hefted my stick, fully ready for a fight with any number of men. I had been petrified, soaked, dangled over cliffs and forced to watch the death of two of my companions. If any flesh-and-blood man tried to attack us, I would crack his skull and joy in his yells for mercy.

    'Everybody halt.' There was something nearly military in Lorna's order. We stopped and listened. I heard the patter of the rain on our clothes, the low gurgle of the burns and the melancholic, bubbling cry of a curlew somewhere on the hillside. I also heard, on the fringes of reason, the echo of voices, slow whispering through the mist. I could not make out the words or even the form of words, but the voices were real, muttering among the heather and rocks.

    'Can you hear them?' Charlie was near hysteria. 'They're watching us. They're talking about us.'

    'I can't hear anything,' Lorna said. 'Keep calm, Charlotte.' She sharpened her voice. 'Charlotte Gunn! Listen to me! There's nobody here except us!'

    We were silent again except for our laboured breathing. I heard the burn talking, its voice low and sinister. 'Be careful' it said as it surged over the rocks. I heard the heather whisper as it blew this way and that. 'They're coming, they're coming for you, they're coming,' it said. I heard the wind calling my name. 'Brenda Kirk, Brenda Kirk.' Behind everything, I heard the deep grumble of An Cailleach as she extended her hands to enclose me and pull me in. 'You're mine,' she said. 'You're mine Brenda Kirk.'

    'No!' I shouted out loud. 'You're not real! I can't hear anything! You're all in my imagination!'

    Christine's little hand slid inside mine. 'It's all right, Brenda. I'm here. It's all right.'

    It was not all right. It was anything but all right. I squeezed poor Christine's hand as if my life depended on it, which it did not, or my soul, which might have been in danger. 'Thank you, Christine.'

    'Can anybody see anything?' Lorna's voice was like steel. 'Stop imagining things ladies and concentrate on what is real, not what the mist makes you think.'

    Feeling my heart hammering like a wild thing, I did as Lorna said and stared into the clinging white mist.

    'Take one-quarter of the hill and concentrate on that,' Lorna said. 'Then move to the next section. Move in a slow circle.'

    'Deisil, sunwise, right handed and lucky,' Mary's voice whispered inside my head.

    'You're dead,' I told her, yet I obeyed her command, moving in the same direction as the circuit of the sun, the same way the Celts had moved for luck and our fishermen still did in some Scottish ports. Only Christine moved tuaithiuil, widdershins, left to right.

    We stared upward, hoping not to see what we feared most. I saw a figure looming up, tall and supple and dangerous, and readied my staff to fend off an attacker. It was an elder tree, twisted by the wind, mist-shrouded and harmless. A crouching creature turned out to be a rock, a gleam of metal the run of a burn. One by one, I eliminated every possible source of danger in that part of the hill before I moved on to the next.

    'Can anybody see anything?' Lorna's voice held us together. Her personality dominated our little group, binding us together with bonds forged in friendship and fear.

    'No,' I answered first. 'Only rocks and trees.'

    'Nothing,' Christine took hold of my hand, her fingers intertwined with mine. 'All serene, Lorna!'

    'I can't see anything either,' Lorna said. 'How about you, Charlie?'

    Charlie hesitated before she spoke as if she was scared to confess. 'No,' she said at last. 'I can't. They must be hiding.'

    'Very well then,' Lorna said. 'We'll continue. We'll walk slowly and keep close together. If anybody sees or hears anything, or thinks they see or hear anything, speak out at once so we can all check it. I don't want anybody to be alone in this.'

    'It's An Cailleach,' I said quietly. 'It's the hill herself.'

    'I don't know or care what it is,' Lorna replied. 'I only know there's something wrong here and I've not gone through four years of man-made hell, dealing with broken bodies and broken minds, to be defeated by some imaginary fears on a bloody Scottish hill!'

    It was the first time I had heard Lorna swear. The fact that she did proved that An Cailleach had also strained her nerves. That knowledge did nothing to settle my mind.

    I had anticipated trouble at the cliff-face, but we scrambled down the rope like champions, with Christine biting her lip to control her fear.

    'Good girl,' I approved, to be rewarded with a smile.

    'Well done,' Lorna said, patting Christine's shoulder. Swarming back up, she unfastened the rope and threw it far away. 'If we are being followed, the men can find their own rope.'

    Charlie's laugh was as near to hysteria as anything I have ever heard.

    'Come on, ladies,' Lorna said. 'Nearly there.'

    We scrambled down the slope, chancing twisted ankles and scraped skin in our haste to escape. After a remarkably short time, the bogland stretched before us, as eerie and desolate as before, with swathes of mist spreading from the lowest levels and clinging to the black peat holes, while patches of bright green tempted the unwary onto the deep peaty mud. Two curlews whirred overhead, and a snipe gave its bleating call.

    'The causeway is about here,' Lorna said. 'I wish we had thought to mark it with a stick or something.'

    'There was a group of rowan trees,' I remembered. 'Three of them, I think, all wind-bent and battered.' I scanned what I thought was the edge of the bog, seeing stunted trees appearing and disappearing in the fluky mist.

    'We'll be lucky to find anything in this muck,' Christine said. 'Maybe we should split up and spread out.'

    'No,' I said. 'We stick together.'

    'Sorry, Brenda,' Christine at once reverted to the meek little girl she had been with Kate.

    I controlled my sudden panic. 'It's all right Christine. I wasn't rebuking you. It was a perfectly sensible suggestion. I just don't want to lose you, that's all.'

    Christine smiled at once. 'Oh, thank you, Brenda. I don't want to lose you, either.'

    'Over there!' Charlie pointed. 'Is that not our copse of rowans?'

    We trudged to the spot with our boots splashing up mud with every step. Mist trailed in great tendrils from the weeping branches of the trees, half concealing what few leaves remained, like the grey hairs on an elderly man's balding head.

    'It's a copse of rowan,' I said doubtfully. 'I hope that it's the right copse.' There were other groups of trees in the vicinity, straggled clumps in twos and threes on this side of the bog.

    Lorna thrust her stick into the mud around the trees. 'It is the right copse,' she said. 'The ground is quite firm under the first inch of peat. Shall I go first?'

    Kate would never have asked.

    'We can take it in turns,' I said. 'It's not fair that you should be in the most danger all the time.'

    Charlie glanced over her shoulder. 'Brenda's right. We should take it in turns.'

    'All right. Five minutes each,' Lorna stepped onto the causeway, testing each step with her stick. We followed, with Charlie close behind Lorna and Christine and I making up the rear. As before, I felt tense as soon as we stepped onto the causeway. The knowledge that we were all walking on bundles of old heather stalks was not a comfort.

    'We're moving at a fair pace,' I said.

    'And there's nobody behind us,' Christine added. 'Not long now and we'll all be safe at the inn.'

    The mist drifted in front, concealing the causeway and slowing us down. 'My turn to lead,' Charlie pushed past Lorna. 'Come on, Lorna, you can't have all the fun.'

    'That's more like our Charlie,' Lorna passed over her stick. 'Don't forget to test the ground.'

    'I won't' Charlie gave a quick grin. 'What a marvellous article this will make. My editor will be tickled pink.' She forged ahead, prodding the stick into the ground. 'Wait!' She held up her hand. 'There's nothing here.'

    'There was a dog-leg twist remember,' Christine called from behind me. 'We put a table across the gap.'

    'It must have floated away with all the rain.' Charlie's confidence of only a minute ago had already vanished.

    'It can't have gone far,' I pushed forward. 'Poke with your stick.'

    'I am poking,' Charlie leaned forward and thrust in her stick. 'There's no bottom here.'

    We heard the voices drifting across the bogland, vague and faint. Charlie looked up. 'What was that?'

    'I don't know.' I said. 'I heard them too.'

    'What's wrong?' Lorna asked.

    'We heard voices.' I said.

    'There's nobody here except us,' Lorna said. 'And nobody is on the causeway either. It's only the mist playing tricks with your imagination.'

    'I'm telling you,' Charlie said. 'I heard somebody. These men are back.'

    'They're not on the causeway, and they can't walk on water, so they're not on the bog. Concentrate on finding the table top and forget anything else.' Lorna shook her head. 'I've seen this sort of thing before, you know. Lots of men that came out of the trenches thought they saw and heard things that were not there. It's all to do with a strain on the nerves.'

    I gripped my staff tightly, scanning the mist. Although I knew that nobody could walk across the surface of the peat bog, and nobody could pass us on the causeway, I remained nervous. Far too many strange things had happened on this peninsula.

    'Over there,' I could see something solid beneath the dark surface of the bog. 'That's our route.' Stretching over, I tapped with my stick. 'Found it, folks! Panic over! Come on.' I took the first step and breathed a sigh of relief when my boot landed on wood, part-hidden by half-an-inch of dark water. 'Come on, Charlie.'

    A bank of mist rolled over us then, clinging close and rendering everything outside our little world invisible. I could not even see Lorna, a mere three yards away.

    'Hurry, Brenda!' Nearly pushing me over in her haste, Charlie strode in front.

    'The causeway is over to the right,' I remembered. 'Be careful Charlie.'

    'We're fine now,' Charlie turned toward me. She smiled, and an expression of utter panic crossed her face. I have never seen anybody look so scared. 'Brenda!'

    'What is it?' For one second I was paralysed. 'What's wrong?'

    The figures loomed up through the mist, tall and broad and muscular. There were three of them, striding over the bogland with their hands outstretched. Knowing they could not be real, I swung my stick. 'Get out of here! Get out of my mind! Get out of my life!'

    My staff hissed through empty air, with the force of the blow nearly unbalancing me. I recovered, ready to do battle with man, woman, monster or witch. The figures vanished as suddenly and completely as they had appeared, yet in that short space of time, Charlie had gone.

    'Charlie?' Flapping my hand before me in a vain attempt to clear away the mist, I peered along the causeway. 'Charlie? Where are you? Charlie!'

    She was fifteen yards away, a nebulous shadow in the mist, fast diminishing. 'Charlie! You're off the causeway! Charlotte Gunn! Charleeee!'

    'What's happening?' Lorna called from further back. 'Brenda! What's happening?' I heard her sharp footsteps on the causeway as she marched towards me. I had no time to wait; I had to help Charlie before she lost herself in the bog.

    'Charlie!' I stepped into the mud, finding it less deep than I had feared. 'I'm coming for you, Charlie!'

    I heard the splash of heavy footsteps and a gurgling cry. 'Charlie?'

    For an instant, a gap appeared in the mist, and I saw Charlie, blundering into the bog at right angles from the causeway, sinking deeper and deeper with every clumsy footstep. I raised my voice in a shriek that Christine and Lorna joined in. 'Charlie, you're going the wrong direction. Come back!'

    When Charlie looked back over her shoulder, I saw the panic in her eyes. It is something I will never forget if I live another week or another thousand years. If all the terror and horror of humanity could be collected together and distilled into a single look, then Charlie's expression would surpass it. I looked into the madness of the damned.

    'Charlie!' Without thinking, I leapt further into the bog and splashed toward her, lifting my legs high to escape the suction of the mud. I was aware of the mud engulfing my feet and legs, aware that beneath me was an unknown depth of peat, yet I had to try. I could not watch Charlie splashing to her death without doing something to help.

    Charlie stopped moving. She was thigh deep in mud and still striving to run. 'Charlie!' I was five yards behind her with the bog dragging at my legs. I felt myself sinking deeper. 'Charlie, keep still, it's worse if you struggle.' I stretched forward as far as I could, without hope. We were too far apart. I could only watch in agony.

    'Don't let them get me!' Charlie forced herself around, so she was facing me. Trapped in the mud, I could not help as Charlie slowly sunk, inch by terrible inch. The dark peat sucked at her hips and then around her waist. For a moment I thought that her jacket would save her as it ballooned up, trapping air like a lifebelt. I was wrong. It only slowed the inevitable, prolonging her suffering.

    'Don't let me die here, oh, God Brenda please don't let me die here.'

    'We're coming!' I heard the welcome voices of Lorna and Christine. They were laboriously and oh-so-slowly pushing the table top across the surface of the mud, using their bare hands to paddle it as if it were a raft.

    'Hold on, Charlie,' I said. 'Help is coming.'

    Mary's death had been terrible, but at least it was quick. Watching Charlie slowly sink was infinitely worse. I watched the mud slither up to her chest and further until it was lapping at her throat and then her chin.

    'Brenda,' she stared at me, her eyes wide. If I had been slowly drowning in a peat bog, I might have hoped for the insensibility of insanity. An Cailleach afforded Charlie no such mercy. She pulled Charlie down inch by terrible inch, allowing her the full horror of knowing what was happening. I shared in Charlie's fear, empathetic to her pain, watching her suffer without the ability to help.

    'We're coming!' Lorna threw her last climbing rope forward. It landed three feet from Charlie, who stared at it. With her hands trapped under the mud, she could not reach out. I tried to inch forward, only for the mud to suck me further down. I had been so preoccupied with Charlie's fate that I had nearly forgotten that I was also trapped. I could feel myself sliding slowly into the bog. I did not want to die here in this cursed peninsula.

    'Brenda!' Christine was only six feet away, crouched on the table top. 'We'll rescue you, Brenda.'

    'Get Charlie first,' I said. 'I'm all right.'

    The mud had reached Charlie's lower lip now. She leaned her head back to get some more air, hoping for another few moments in which Lorna and Christine could rescue her. Lorna inched to the front of their makeshift raft and leaned forward, stretching out her arm as far as she could. There was still two feet of black peat-mud between her fingertips and Charlie.

    'I can't reach!' Lorna said.

    The mud was over Charlie's lip now, seeping into her mouth. She spat some out, the effort forcing her further down. 'Oh please,' the mud muffled her voice. 'Don't let me drown like this.'

    I could not help. I saw the despair in Charlie's eyes as she slid another half-inch. The mud covered her mouth and bubbled at her nose. Panic filled her eyes. Tears filled mine as Charlie slipped under with only her eyes showing. I saw the commotion around her nose as she desperately tried to breath and then her eyes glazed and she slid fully under. Her hair floated for a few seconds, and she was gone. An Cailleach had taken her as thoroughly as a woman eats a slice of chocolate cake.

    'Oh, dear God in heaven.' I hardly felt Christine loop the rope under my arms and gradually, slowly, they began the process of hauling me from the mud. I was sure that another pair of hands helped. I could not say who or how. I only knew that I was not destined to drown in the peat bog that day.

    No. Oh, no. An Cailleach had quite another fate reserved for me. I was crying when Lorna dragged me onto the causeway. As I looked over at the bog, the sun emerged to burn away the mist. The dog-leg of the causeway was clearly marked, and there was nobody in sight except us.
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    'Poor Charlie,' Christine said.

    I lay on the ground at the eastern side of the peat bog with mud caking me from my waist to the soles of my feet, still shocked by Charlie's death and my own escape.

    'Poor Charlie,' Christine repeated. 'I remember her saying how much she hated that bog.'

    'An Cailleach has taken three of us,' I said. 'Please God she is satisfied now, and the rest of us can escape.'

    Lorna sat on the ground with her head in her hands. 'Oh my God, what a horrible way to go. Three good women, all killed on a Scottish hill. What next? What will I tell their relatives?'

    'The truth,' I said. 'You can only tell them the literal truth. Kate fell into the lochan in the dark, Mary fell off the saddle and Charlie wandered into the bog.'

    Christine lay on her side, staring at me as if she had never seen me before. 'You could have died too, Brenda.'

    I nodded. 'I know.' I looked back over the peat bog, wondering if anybody could ever retrieve Charlie's body or if she was destined to remain there forever, preserved as part of An Cailleach.

    'I'm glad you didn't.' Christine said.

    'So am I. Thank you.' I felt physically and emotionally drained. I wanted only to lie here and allow the rain to wash over me. The prospect of getting up and walking further on seemed beyond my strength.

    'How are you, Brenda?' Lorna asked.

    'I'm all right,' I lied.

    'What happened to make Charlie take fright like that? We had calmed her down after her earlier scares.'

    'I wish I knew,' I said. 'We both saw what we thought were people coming behind us. I shouted at them to get away and the next thing I knew, Charlie was charging into the bog.'

    'That would be us that she saw,' Lorna said. 'It's the mist. It distorts shapes and sizes.'

    I knew that Lorna was wrong. It was not only the mist. It was An Cailleach herself, killing us all one by one. She had killed our leader first, and then Mary with her local knowledge. Then An Cailleach murdered Charlie, with her determination to succeed. Who was next? Would it be Christine, the youngest of us all? Or Lorna, who had stepped up to become our leader? Or would it be me, the orphan? Perhaps I would be last because I had worked out who was killing us. Maybe An Cailleach would toy with me, killing the others one by one and letting me suffer all the more. I knew that evil witch with her cunning, devious ways.

    Or had An Cailleach already tried? I had survived one attempt when Lorna and Christine dragged me out of the mire. Would I be so fortunate a second time?

    Duncan Og's story returned to me. Two witches had killed Lord Walter Comyn. One had turned herself into An Cailleach, the old hag. I knew it was superstitious nonsense and a fairy tale to frighten children to bed but who was that woman who stalked me and who nobody else had seen? Was she the witch, or the spirit of An Cailleach herself? All these ideas were utter nonsense of course. Yet who could explain the two eagles that attacked Mary, or Kate's naked body floating in the lochan, or Charlie's sudden terror when she blundered into the bog. And who was the kindly-eyed old man whom I had seen twice?

    And then I remembered the Washerwoman of the Ford. She had five shrouds, and we had experienced five deaths. There had been the two male climbers, Kate, Mary and now Charlie. Did that mean that there were no more to come? Were the rest of us safe? Or had the five shrouds only related to our particular party? I did not know.

    I only knew then that, however repugnant the thought of moving, I could not lie beside the bog, forever. I must rise, force myself to move and escape from this place.

    'We'll have to leave here,' I said. 'The old hag is killing us one by one.'

    'We are leaving,' Lorna was calm as ever. 'As soon as you recover your strength we'll be on our way.'

    'You'd better get some of that mud off you,' Christine said. 'It will be most uncomfortable, and it will slow you down.'

    'Yes, thank you.' Standing up, I began to brush the mud off me. Christine came over to help; sliding off my jacket and helping me remove my damp, peat-encrusted trousers. I had not realised how galling they had become until I stood in my underwear, not caring about the rain.

    'That's better,' Christine said. 'We'll soon have the worst of this muck off. Now, what were you saying about an old hag?'

    As we worked at shifting the peat, I told them what I thought. I spoke about the woman who appeared to me and about the visions of the past I had experienced. I told them about my belief that An Cailleach herself was hunting us. I reminded them of Duncan Og's story of the witches and how the witches had killed Mary.

    They listened to me with Christine making all the right noises in all the right places while Lorna looked sympathetic.

    'That's all very interesting,' Lorna, trust her to be efficient, had unearthed a brush from the recesses of her rucksack. 'Now use your reason, Brenda. You know that there is no such a thing as a witch, and nobody can change herself into an eagle. It just cannot happen. You know that witches are not mountains. That's also not possible. You're not thinking straight, Brenda after that fright you had.'

    I shook my head, watching as Christine worked on my trousers, removing layers of peaty mud. She held them up to her cheek, shook her head and carried on. 'I know it sounds crazy,' I said.

    'It is crazy,' Lorna said. 'We have been subjected to a series of unfortunate and tragic accidents, that's all.'

    'How would you explain the behaviour of the eagles?' I asked.

    'We must have disturbed their nest,' Lorna said.

    'At this time of year?' I shook my head. 'I don't think so. Any young will be long gone. Now Kate, how was she found naked in the lochan?'

    'She must have fallen in,' Lorna said. 'She must have gone outside the Shelter Stone for some reason, a call of nature perhaps, and fallen down the slope.'

    'Stark naked?'

    'You're nearly naked now,' Lorna pointed out. 'In speaking of that, get your clothes on and let's get away from this hellish place.'

    I agreed with that and, thanking Christine with a smile, I pulled on my damp and unpleasant trousers. 'They feel a lot better, thank you.'

    Christine's eyes brightened with even that little piece of praise. I understood her a lot better. Christine was one of these people who lived for approval. I presumed that Kate had controlled her by using the bullying to enhance the effect of the limited praise when it came. 'You're a good friend, Christine.' Well, I was no Kate. I would not resort to bullying on any level.

    'Thank you,' Christine's smile would have charmed an angel.

    We set off again, marching slowly and steadily with our heads down and An Cailleach spitting rain down on us. Wet and miserable, I wished I had kept my discoveries to myself. Now Lorna believed I was unbalanced, as crazy as Charlie had been. Thank goodness that Christine had not agreed with Lorna, although I wondered what she thought about me now.

    'I don't think you're crazy,' Christine could have read my mind.

    'Do you believe what I said?'

    'I don't know,' Christine said. 'Your ideas are a little different, Brenda, as is this whole place. But I've still got things to tell you about yourself. When I do, you might have other perceptions.'

    My interest returned. 'Tell me now.'

    'I can't,' Christina said. 'You'll need peace to listen.' She patted my arm. 'You'll understand when I tell you, and then you and I can discuss things together.'

    'I'd like that,' I said and enjoyed the pleasure my words gave her.

    I tried not to look at the old Clearance village of Penrioch or at Tigh-na-Beiste as we hurried past. The memories were too vivid, and I could still hear Mary's singing coursing through my head. I knew I would never listen to Mari's Wedding or Kisimuil's Galley again without thinking of her. The evil of Tigh-na-Beiste seemed to reach out, chilling me even as I averted my eyes. If it was a hundred years before I saw that house again it would be too soon.

    'Not far now.' Christine was trying to cheer me up. 'Just down to the ford, Brenda.'

    'Thank goodness,' I said, 'oh thank goodness.'

    The prospect of escaping from this place gave me energy. I hurried ahead of the others, nearly running in my eagerness to get away. 'Come on, Lorna. Come on, Christine.'

    'You're feeling better, I see,' Lorna smiled at me.

    'Much,' I blinked through the increasing rain. One thing about this part of Scotland, there would never be a drought.

    'We'll speak in the Inn,' I said to Christine for I was genuinely interested in hearing what she had to say.

    Christine's smile was so enigmatic that I wondered anew what secret knowledge she had. At that moment my feelings were very confused. A huge part of me wished to be away from this peninsula and safe in a civilised environment. Another part of me quailed from telling the world that we had lost half our group and I physically recoiled from relating the circumstances of their deaths. One small, rebellious part wished to spend more time here, to return to An Cailleach and dare her to do her worst, to call her bluff and prove I was good enough for her. And lastly, there was a strange, warm glow whenever I thought of Christine, which was an entirely novel experience for me. I was looking forward to being alone with her. I was looking forward to hearing my story from her lips. There was more. I could not articulate how I felt, even to myself.

    I could hear the rush of Allt an loin, the sound as sweet as the most exquisite music. Beyond that, only a couple of stern hours walk, was the inn, a warm bath, food, hot tea, conversation and a soft bed. Beyond the ford was civilisation; beyond the crossing was safety. Beyond the ford was Christine.

    'Nearly there,' I shouted the words. 'Come on ladies.'

    We hurried the final couple of hundred yards to the ford. I could nearly taste the hot, sweet tea; I could feel the soft sheets easing over my bathed and clean body. I could almost feel the relief of being safe from the malevolence of Tigh-na-Beiste and the brooding presence of An Cailleach.

    'Oh my God,' Lorna said. 'Oh no, oh, my God.'

    Lorna had stopped fifty yards from the great Bore Stone that marked the peninsular edge of the ford with water lapping at her feet. 'The ford,' Lorna said. 'What's happened to the ford?'

    'It's been raining,' Christine said. 'It's been raining a lot.'

    I said nothing. If I had the strength, I would have burst into tears. Instead, I sunk to my knees and stared at the ford.

    When we had tramped the opposite direction a few days previously, the ford had been little more than thigh deep and twenty yards in width. Now, after days of intermittent rain, it was five times that width and very much deeper. Water surged half way up the Bore Stone while the branches of the lone rowan tree at the mainland side dipped and swayed in the current.

    'We can't cross that,' Lorna said. 'We'll have to wait until the water goes down.'

    I looked at the sky, pregnant with rain. 'That could take days.'

    'Or longer,' Christine felt for my hand. 'It's all right, Brenda. Everything will be all right.'

    I squeezed her hand in desperation, unable to voice my fears.

    'What should we do, ladies?' Lorna sounded as despondent as I felt.

    The river level had increased even as we stood beside the ford. Now water surged around Lorna's boots.

    'Look,' Lorna stepped back from the edge of the ford. 'Across there.'

    The washerwoman was hard at work, kneeling at the side of the ford, kneading a long white garment. I knew, with sick certainty, that it would be a shroud.

    'You!' I shouted, hoping to be heard above the roar of the ford. 'You! Washerwoman!'

    She continued to work, kneading the garment in the water, taking it out, pounding it on a rounded boulder, inspecting it and replacing it in the water.

    'Can we all see her?' I asked.

    'The woman washing her clothes,' Lorna said at once. 'I see her as plainly as I see you.'

    'I see her too,' Christine said.

    Mary told me that she means death,' I said. 'She is washing the shroud that covers the body of her who is to die.'

    'She only has one shroud,' Christine pointed out.

    'So one more of us have to die.' I said. 'An Cailleach will take one more as payment for defiling her with our presence.'

    'No.' Lorna said. 'That is only a woman washing clothes. Nothing more and nothing less. She's probably some old crofter woman.' She sighed. 'Well, we certainly can't cross here today. We'll stay on this side for another night and try again tomorrow.'

    'Maybe there is another way across,' I said.

    'There is the bog, and there is the burn.' Lorna said. 'I've had enough of bogs after Charlie and this burn is too deep to wade and too wide to jump. Sorry, Brenda but we are here until the ford is passable.' She looked upward. 'The heavens are about to open again. We'll spend the night in Tigh-na-Beiste.'

    I shuddered at the prospect. 'Is there nowhere else?'

    'There's the Shelter Stone,' Lorna said brutally, 'or the cave we were in last night.'

    Was that only last night? The death of Charlie seemed to have elongated the day.

    Christine gave hesitant voice. 'Both are a very long trek away.'

    'I agree,' Lorna said. 'That's why we have to stay in Tigh-na-Beiste. Believe me, Brenda, it's not my first choice either, but there is fuel and shelter there, and I would like to be dry and at least a little warm again.'

    Those two luxuries were very appealing. I remembered the images. I thought of the cold and damp, balanced the two discomforts of heavy rain or numbing depression with warmth and opted for the heat. 'What do you think, Christine?'

    'I'm fine with whatever you say yourself,' Christine's eyes were as soft as a puppy as she looked at me.

    'You must have an opinion,' Lorna said.

    Christine shrugged and smiled.

    'Tigh-nan-Beiste it is,' I realised that once again I had made the final decision. At that second I would have done anything to get out of my wet clothes and get some heat in my bones. Nothing else mattered. I tried to push the Washerwoman to the back of my mind.

    We made the trek back in silence save for the grumbling of our stomachs. I wished I had saved some food. I shrugged. I used to hope that my mother would come into the orphanage and take me home, or that somebody would be my friend. Wishing for dreams does not make them happen.

    'We could catch a fish.' Christine had the wonderful knack of reading my thoughts. 'How does anybody fancy a bit of trout?'

    'That sounds marvellous,' I said. 'Are you an angler? Don't you need a line and bait and rod?'

    'I need a length of string, a worm and a hook,' Christine said. 'Or I could sing them to the surface.'

    'Sing them?' Lorna frowned.

    'Oh, yes. I can charm the fish.'

    Looking at Christine's face, I could nearly believe her. If I were a fish, I would have risen to the surface for her.

    'Here,' Lorna perched on a rounded rock at the side of the path. 'Give me a minute.' Producing a knife from her rucksack, she teased out a long strand from what remained of her climbing rope. 'Here's a bit string.'

    'That's a good start,' Christine said. 'Now I need a hook.'

    I had a collection of pins and needles in my rucksack in case of emergency. I handed them over to Christine. 'Are these any good?'

    'Could not be better,' Christine said. 'And bait is easy. In this weather, the worms will be teeming just under the ground. I'll go fishing while you two get the fire on.'

    I had never seen Christine happier as she basked in our approval. As well as seeking praise, Christine evidently wished to be useful. Under Kate's strict control she had never been able to reveal that side of her personality. It is strange how the death of one person could bring out the best in another. An Cailleach was an unusual old witch, I thought, to rebuild young Christine by removing the person who had stunted her potential. I looked forward to watching Christine develop.

    'Careful you don't fall in the river,' Lorna said.

    'Yes,' I added. 'I'll be worried about you.'

    Christine's smile was radiant. 'I'll be along before you know it,' she said. 'Thank you!'

    Tigh-na-Beiste waited for us, cowering under the lash of the rain. Dampness had swollen the front door, so we struggled to push it open and enter the house of many memories. I looked around, remembering Kate's raucous laugh and Charlie's brusque confidence. I could nearly hear Mary's voice singing Mairi's Wedding. All gone now vanished with the women themselves.

    'Right,' Lorna was all efficiency as she bustled around the room. 'We need firewood,' she said. 'Break up whatever furniture is left. Anything you can find. I want this room warm. Sitting around in soaking wet clothes will bring all sorts of problems.'

    I needed the relief of doing something positive so enthusiastically broke up three of the six chairs and the remnants of the old chest-of-drawers that stood in the corner of the room. I left the frame of the freestanding mirror to its own devices and carried the splintered fragments of furniture to Lorna as she cleaned out the fire to enable a free current of air.

    'Not enough.' Lorna only glanced at my offering. She was busy with old newspapers that had been used to line the drawers, crumpling them into balls and adding kindling. 'More. Bring me more.'

    Leaving the living room, I tramped upstairs to the bedrooms. One was empty; the other had an antique double bed of solid oak. When I could not break it, I searched the house for a tool. Outside in the garden was an outhouse, heavy with cobwebs and riddled with damp, but containing sufficient tools to gladden the heart of a master carpenter. Unfortunately, years of disuse had also brought layers of red rust. There were three axes of various sizes, one that would be suitable for any Viking warrior, one that was about the same size and weight of a hatchet and a third somewhere in between. I selected the middle one and ran upstairs to hack away to my heart's content.

    There is something fundamentally satisfying about destruction. It wakens a primaeval urge to reduce a creation to its basic components. I don't know why that should be; perhaps it is born of frustration against a world that does not immediately provide one with all one's desires. I only know that when I lifted that rusty old axe, I felt supreme joy in smashing the bed to fragments.

    'Hurry up!' Lorna's voice floated from below. 'The fire's waiting.'

    Grabbing a great armful of splintered timber, I thundered down the stairs. 'Here we are.'

    'That's better,' Lorna approved.

    With the fire smoking in the grate and Lorna sitting on one of the chairs we had decided to retain, that front room looked decidedly cheerful. There was no atmosphere of foreboding that I had experienced last time. Perhaps, I hoped, it had dissipated and would not return?

    'That warmth is very welcome,' I said.

    'I hope that Christine is successful,' Lorna said. 'My stomach thinks my throat has been cut.'

    'I wish Mary were here, and Charlie and Kate,' I said.

    'No.' Leaning forward, Lorna put a hand on my arm. 'Don't think of them. It's not healthy. You never think of the ones that have gone. That's how the boys coped in France. Live for the minute, not for the past.'

    It was good advice, if hard to take when the deaths were so raw and vivid in my mind. My memories of Charlie's dying gurgles, of Mary's final scream and of Kate's naked body floating in the lochan would remain with me forever.

    'It's hard,' I said. 'I've never known such loss before.'

    'Have you never experienced the death of a relative or friend?' Lorna remembered my position. 'No, of course not. Sorry, Brenda, I was forgetting. Yes, it is hard. You will mourn later when you are alone.'

    I nodded. 'I did not realise that friendship can come with such a high price.'

    'All things worth having have a high price,' Lorna said. 'Now, we'll gather as much firewood as we can,' Lorna said, 'then we can dry off our clothes. We'll relax more when Christine returns.' She glanced out of the small, multi-paned window. 'I hope she's all right out there. I may go and look for her.'

    'I'll do that,' I said in sudden dread of some accident befalling little Christine. 'I'll bring down more wood first.'

    'So what will I do?' Lorna asked.

    'Make sure the fire doesn't go out,' I said. 'I'm already looking forward to coming back to a warm house.' I hesitated for only a minute. 'There's an old outhouse round the back, I wonder if there's a tin bath in there.'

    'Oh, the luxury of a bath!' Lorna looked up at me in sudden anticipation. 'What a marvellous conception!' She smiled. 'When we were in France that was the thing we missed most. A long soak in a bath was more important than a soft bed or decent food, or even being away from shell fire and broken bodies. A bath was the height of luxury.'

    'Did you never miss men?'

    'We were with men all day and every day.' Lorna's eyes shadowed with memory. 'Most were very young, just boys, poor, poor boys trying to be brave. They tried so hard and were always polite to the nurses however badly injured they were.'

    'No, that's not what I meant,' I said. 'I mean the physical side of things.'

    'Oh, that!' Lorna shook her head. 'No. We were too busy and when you see naked men every day and all day, some of the attraction palls. No. Any interest I had died at the front.'

    I nodded. 'I'll go and look for Christine.'

    The rain was as heavy as ever, pelting down as I left Tigh-na-Beiste and trudged, head down toward the ford. It was a good hour's walk, so I put my best foot forward.

    'Christine!' I shouted. Evening was colouring the sky with a hazy sun setting in an orange-ochre blaze between two banks of dark grey cloud. For a moment I stopped to absorb the beauty, for the west coast can do that. One minute you are worrying about the death of your colleagues and the next the splendour and the scenery transports you to a different place, somewhere between heaven and earth where only beauty matters and the wonder is so all-encompassing that it is nearly painful.

    'Oh my word, that is lovely.'

    And then the two clouds merged, absorbing the sun and I was alone with the melancholic wonder that only the west of Scotland can provide.

    'Christine!' I recollected my mission. 'Are you all right?'

    My voice faced with the light. I thought with horror that Christine may have fallen into the rushing burn. I imagined the current powering her slight body downstream to the sea, or crashing her against the unforgiving rocks. I shook my head. No; no that had not happened. I would not find her floating face up in the morning. Even the thought made me physically sick.

    'Christine! Please answer me!'

    I hurried now, regretful of the slender moments I had spent watching the sun go down. 'Christine!'

    'Brenda! Over here!' Christine's voice was so welcome that I laughed.

    'Oh, thank God!' When I saw Christine walking toward me, holding something, I could not restrain my impulse to take her in a great bear-hug. 'I was so worried!'

    'Thank you!' Christine allowed me to crush her for a long minute. 'I didn't think I mattered that much to you!'

    'Of course, you matter!' I released her, gazing into her bright hazel eyes. 'You matter a great deal, you silly little nymph!'

    Christine giggled. 'Look what I caught.' She held up three decent sized trout.

    I hugged her again for I was ravenous. 'A veritable feast,' I said. 'Come on, Christine, the fire is on, and we've a bit of a walk before us.'

    The room was warm when we stepped in, with Lorna greeting us with a smile. 'Well done, Christine,' she said. 'We'll eat well tonight. You were right about the bath, Brenda. It needed a bit of a scrub, but the pump in the garden still works and its clean now.'

    The bath was of galvanised zinc and big enough to sit in. We stared at it in longing.

    'We'll need hot water,' Christine said, 'and soap. I only brought sufficient soap for my hands and face.'

    'Look in the cupboards,' Lorna said. 'If there was a woman in this house she will have a store of soap. I know I always have.'

    'So have I,' I could have wept at the thought of my tidy little house in Stockbridge.

    Christine said nothing but she was still young so one must forgive her.

    Ignoring the scurrying spiders and great silver webs, we raked through the cupboards. We found a welcome box of candles, vast stores of blue and white china, a striped blue and white milk jug and sufficient cutlery to equip a hotel. Christine found the soap, a whole box full of solid green cakes, each one enough to wash an entire street.

    'Now we're there,' Lorna said. 'Some hot water and we're off. We need a kettle or a pail, anything to heat water in.'

    'The outhouse,' I dived for the door, nearly laughing in my excitement. I returned with a great iron pot, battered beyond description but almost entire. Lorna washed it at the pump to remove the worst of the rust as Christine held a candle high. Yellow light pooled across what had once been a very productive garden.

    'Look,' Christine lifted the rank weeds with the toe of her boot. 'These are potato shaws mixed with the nettles. There might be some tatties still here.'

    We dug with enthusiasm, lifting each battered shaw. We retrieved a decent haul of potatoes, mostly very small, discarded those with imperfections and carried the remainder inside the house, delighted with our good fortune.

    'This house is a good provider,' Lorna said. 'We'll eat well tonight.'

    Filling the pot at the pump, we placed it on the fire and added more wood.

    We had not forgotten the loss of Kate, Mary and Charlie. Their memory was always at the back of our minds, sometimes at the forefront. We just chose not to dwell on things we could not alter. We needed a break from the horror of the expedition. For the sake of our sanity, we needed refreshment. Our laughter was slightly frantic, our movements hectic and we were all only a whisper from hysteria. We carried on, of course; what else could we do?

    It took three full pots to even half fill the bath, and we all looked at the steaming water in some awe. 'Who's first?' Lorna asked.

    'Christine,' I said. 'She's the youngest.'

    'No,' Christine said. 'You need it most after falling in the bog. It should be you.'

    'We'll toss for it.' Lorna produced three pennies from her purse. 'Odd woman out gets the bath.'

    We looked at each other and at the hot water. We tossed, staring in hope as the three brown coins spun in the air. I had heads, as did Christine while Lorna's penny landed tails up.

    'You first Lorna,' I said.

    'Good!' Lorna was laughing, her eyes bright but tears not far away. 'You two can cook the dinner.' She stripped in seconds and squeezed into the bath with her knees up near her ears and the water lapping around her. We watched her, smiling, and handed her the soap.

    Filling the pot once more, I tipped in the scrubbed and peeled potatoes while Christine prepared the trout. There was a grill near the fireplace, excellent for the fish and we waited in some anticipation for the first decent meal we had enjoyed in days.

    'We'll run short of wood unless we use these chairs,' Christine said. 'Are there more upstairs?'

    'No,' I shook my head. 'I've emptied the two bedrooms, and there's only the locked room left.'

    'What's in the locked room?'

    'I don't know. The door's locked.'

    'I'll break it open,' Christine ran upstairs, and we heard half a dozen thumps, the crash of breaking wood and then the hollow thumping of her feet.

    'Brenda!' Christine shrieked my name. When I left the room at a run, I nearly banged into Christine charging down the stairs. 'Charlie must have come here. Her rucksack was in that room.' She held it out as if in proof.

    'I wonder why she went back up the hills,' I said. I knew that Charlie had not returned to Tigh-na-Beiste. Someone or something had placed Charlie's rucksack here for a reason. Despite the fire, I felt the familiar chill run through me.

    'She must have gone to look for us,' Lorna spoke from behind a mask of soap-suds. 'Good for her. I thought her magazine article was more important to her than we were.'

    I tried to smile. I knew better. An Cailleach had played its evil game with Charlie and dragged us back to this house. Maybe we were destined never to leave this peninsula. Once again I felt the chill hopelessness of Tigh-na-Beiste.

    'What are you doing?' Lorna asked as Christine opened Charlie's rucksack.

    'Seeing if Charlie had any food left,' Christine said. 'It's no good to her, now.'

    I said nothing although to me it seemed like robbing the dead. I was slightly disappointed in Christine.

    'Here's Charlie's notebook,' Christine produced the thick, leather-bound volume. 'She'll never get her article published now.'

    'Pass it over,' I held out my hand imperiously. 'Let's see what Charlie's been writing.'

    'That's not fair to Charlie,' Lorna said.

    'If she complains, I'll stop,' I opened the book. Growing up in an orphanage makes one inquisitive about other people's affairs.

    Charlie's writing was small and neat, with every letter immaculately formed. Naturally, I looked for my own name. She had been fair and accurate, calling me 'a quiet loner,' which was correct, and describing our journey without exaggeration. What did surprise me was her mention of seeing the 'others'. I had considered Charlie to be a hard-headed, practical journalist yet her notebook had a dozen mentions of what she called 'others'. I read the descriptions with some interest, as Charlie wrote about 'things that were not quite human' and 'strange creatures that should not be here.' As I read, I realised that there had been more to Charlie than merely a thrusting journalist and wished I could have known her better. There were occasional mentions of men in her notes. The two bodies on the beach, the three corpses on the summit on An Cailleach and the three men who she was convinced followed her whenever she was alone.

    'Poor Charlie,' I whispered.

    'Is it a good article?' Lorna asked.

    'Charlie was a good writer,' I said. I had ignored the illustrations. Now I looked at them. Charlie had caught our features with some accuracy. Some pictures included an extra figure that I recognised as the mysterious woman. There was also a hurried sketch of three people that must have been her 'others' with only vague features on their faces and nothing distinguishable about them except that they were undeniably male.

    I closed the book with a bang and hurriedly thrust it back inside the rucksack. I did not understand.

    If Charlie had seen that woman, why had she not mentioned it? Or, had that woman added her own image in some unimaginable manner? I shook my head. No. That's utter nonsense. Tigh-na-Beiste was inside my head again, playing subtle games with my thoughts.

    'Brenda?' Lorna was looking at me, her eyebrows raised. 'Are you all right?'

    'I was thinking about Charlie.'

    'Charlie's gone,' Lorna said. 'We'll mourn her when we get home. At present we use every device to get through this experience including hot baths and hot food. Put Charlie's rucksack away so we can't see it.'

    I nodded. 'That's good advice.'

    'Wait. Charlie had food too,' Christine remembered why she had opened the rucksack. She produced a flat tin box. 'The very last of the sandwiches. Charlie must have been hoarding them for a rainy day.'

    'Stale bread and cheese,' I tried to force a smile although those images of the strange women unsettled me more than I wished to admit. 'Yum.'

    'No, they're strawberry jam,' Christine said. 'Want one?' She offered them to me. I shook my head.

    'Marmalade or nothing,' I said.

    Christine laughed. 'You are loyal to your marmalade.' She lowered her voice. 'You're a loyal woman, Brenda.'

    'I'll have a sandwich, then' Lorna raised her voice. 'Thank you, Charlie.' She shook her head. 'Imagine sitting in a tin bath in front of a smoky fire of old furniture and thinking you're in the lap of luxury.'

    'You'll have seen worse,' I said.

    'Yes,' Lorna bit into the first of the sandwiches. 'I've seen worse. There was a time after the Somme when we were ferrying wounded from the front in a constant stream. There were so many we had to pack the ambulance like sardines and the floor was awash with blood. We had 30,000 casualties in the first hour, over 17,000 dead the first day of a battle that lasted five months.'

    'All passed now,' I did not wish Lorna to return to these dark memories. 'The war is over, we won, and there will be no more wars.'

    'Please God you are right,' Lorna said. 'Please God. Anyway, this water is getting cold, so I'll get out and let one of you ladies have her turn.'

    'Christine next,' I offered. 'I'll go last.'

    'No, you should be next.' Christine said.

    'No, Christine. You're next.' Emptying out the potatoes, I left them for Christine to get ready and left the house to fill the pot at the pump.

    The woman was waiting for me, unsmiling. Unprepared, I could only stare at her while my mind wrestled with her presence.

    'Who are you?' As I stepped toward her, she backed away, always maintaining the same distance between us.

    'Who are you?' she responded. 'Find that out first.'

    'I am Brenda Smith,' I said, 'or maybe Brenda Kirk.'

    'When you know yourself you will know me,' the woman said. As always she was maddeningly obscure as if hiding behind a gauze veil.

    'Are you An Cailleach?' I asked. 'Are you the witch?'

    'I am who I am,' the woman said.

    'That tells me nothing.' I was growing tired of this game. 'Go away and leave me in peace.'

    'If I go away, you will never be in peace,' the woman said. 'You will never cease wondering who I am, and why I came to speak to you. You have fretted all your life, worrying who you are, Brenda Smith or Kirk. This is your time to find out when the world has torn itself asunder in war and evil has wrenched apart the gateways between worlds. Things will never be the same again.'

    I did not understand much of what the woman said and fastened only on one thing I knew to be correct. The question of my identity had haunted me since early childhood. 'Do you know who I am?'

    The woman's laugh was long and low and mocking. I ran toward her in sudden anger, swinging the pot as if it were a weapon. I did not see her move yet she must have struck me for I fell to the ground, stunned. When I rose, she was gone, and the candlelight shone welcoming through the window of Tigh-na-Beiste.

    Filling up the pot, I returned to the house. Christine had been busy, so we had trout and potatoes to eat, with smiling faces to greet me and the fire keeping the darkness outside. We ate quickly, as befitting hungry women and cared not a whit for greasy fingers and a lack of table manners that would have shocked our peers in the civilised world.

    'What happened?' Christine asked.

    'When?'

    'What happened when you went outside? You were white-faced when you came back in.'

    'You're a perceptive little woman, aren't you?' I was not sure how much to tell without exposing myself to ridicule.

    Christine was persistent. 'Did you see that woman again?'

    'Yes,' I told them what had happened and waited for the mockery.

    Christine took hold of my hand. 'Poor you,' she said in sympathy while Lorna nodded acceptance. 'We'll speak later.'

    I lifted a forkful of trout. 'You're a good little cook,' I knew that praise would distract Christine, who smiled and blushed simultaneously.

    'I'm not.'

    'You are.' While we had been eating, I had poured two pots full of hot water into the tub. I added a third and indicated that Christine should get in.

    She stripped slowly, never taking her eyes from me. 'Are you sure I can go next?' She stood naked in front of me, slim and elegant and disturbingly appealing. I am sure she knew the effect she had on me.

    'In you get,' I said.

    Four inches shorter than Lorna, Christine sank into the water and smiled at me as I handed her the soap. 'Thank you, Brenda,' she said.

    I had to jerk my eyes away as a host of unbidden sensations and thoughts rushed through me. I saw Lorna looking at me sideways and guessed what she was thinking. She was jealous.

    'No,' I said roughly. Was this some new attack by An Cailleach? Was the old hag attacking my sexuality and friendships as well?

    'Are you all right Brenda?' Christine turned within the tub, sending water cascading over the sides and onto the floor. 'Is that woman back?'

    How did she read me so well? 'I'm all right,' I lied. 'You get washed now.' I spoke to her as I had spoken to the small children at the orphanage, or as I would have spoken to a younger sister or a daughter. The sense of relief was so intense that I could have laughed. That was what I felt. That was this new emotion that disturbed me. It was sisterly affection, nothing more sinister than that. On an impulse, I bent forward and kissed the top of Christine's head.

    'What was that for?' Christine's smile was broad.

    'Just because,' I felt Lorna's eyes on me. I could not explain what I did not fully understand. I only knew that I wanted Christine to myself without a third party present.

    I fretted after that, surreptitiously watching Christine as she washed, exulting in every movement, savouring every smooth curve and hidden valley. I knew I was wrong, I knew it was terrible of me to exploit her in this manner, yet there was a dark excitement in allowing this new aspect of me to take temporary control. I hated me at the same time as my pleasure increased.

    That woman was watching me. I could not see her, yet she was there, inside the room, inside me and looking out, encouraging me to observe, to taste the sweetness of something I had never before considered.

    'Brenda?' Christine was watching me with the hint of a smile lifting the corner of her mouth. 'Are you all right?'

    I recoiled from my deliciously scandalous day-dream to the sordid reality of a smoky room in a semi-derelict house. 'Just tired,' I said.

    'You were asleep on your feet,' Christine said. 'I'm coming out of the tub now.'

    I knew that Lorna was watching as avidly as I was. I could feel her gaze devouring my Christine, yet we remained perfectly civil to each other on the surface. There had been too much ill feeling in our little group to pander to more, at least openly.

    I was next into the bath. I had deliberately chosen to be last so I could wallow in hot water without the guilty feeling that I was denying somebody else the pleasure. Now sorrowful thoughts tainted my enjoyment. I remembered Mary and heard her singing echoing around this room. I remembered Kate with her confidence. I remembered Charlie, driven by her desire to push the cause of women in this world. In such a confined tub I could not lie back, so I huddled forward and allowed the warm water to soak away some of the dirt and a small portion of my aches and pains.

    I was aware of the warm water smoothing down my shoulders and over my back. I opened my eyes to see Christine smiling at me, gently pouring the contents of the pot over me.

    'Would you like me to wash your back?'

    I shook my head. 'No, thank you.'

    'I used to wash Kate's. Ever since I was at school with her, I washed her back.'

    I wondered anew at the nature of their symbiotic relationship. Looking into Christine's eyes, I saw that now familiar deep yearning, that desire for approval and acceptance. 'I've never had anybody wash my back since I was three years old.'

    'Never?' Christine seemed appalled.

    'Never.' Should I explain further? Not yet. But even as I made that decision, I released a little of myself. 'I avoid people.'

    I saw Lorna slump into a chair beside the fire. Her eyes were closed, and she was asleep in seconds as the stresses of the day took their toll.

    Christine's touch was gentle as she began to wash my back. I did not object.

    'Why do you avoid people, Brenda?'

    Why did I avoid people? 'I don't know.' I replied automatically, erecting the barrier I had hidden behind for so many years.

    'Don't you trust people? Do you think they will hurt you in some way?' Christine worked on my shoulders, lathering the hard soap and easing away some of my aches. Her voice was as tender as her hands, honey-smooth inside my head. I closed my eyes again, savouring this new experience.

    'Maybe it is a mixture of both.' Why was I telling Christine these things? I never tell anybody about myself. 'Maybe it was because I am an orphan.' I struggled with my defences.

    'I see.' Christine's hands drifted down my arms to my hands, relaxing my biceps and triceps, massaging my wrists and fingers. 'Do you feel different from other people? Do you sometimes think that you are different even from other orphans?'

    How does Christine know that? I allowed her to soap my flanks and onto my breasts. Nobody, man, woman or child, had ever touched me there since I was five years old. I raised my arm to allow her. Dear God, what was this woman doing to me?

    'It's all right,' Christine said. 'Everything is all right. Everything is exactly as it should be, as it is meant to be and as it was always intended to be.' Her eyes were as soft as I presumed a lover's to be, or a mother's.

    Her hands eased across my breasts to my stomach, soaping, washing, cleansing away my aches and my worries. I did not object.

    'Would you like to stand, Brenda?' Christine did not command, she requested so that the decision was mine. I stood and allowed her to soap and smooth me below the waist, front and back, missing nothing yet not intruding. Everything seemed perfectly natural.

    A piece of wood fell in the fire, sending a shower of bright sparks onto the hearth where they glowed for a minute and slowly died.

    'Do you wish to sit back down?' Christine asked, 'or do you want to step out of the tub now. I've washed your clothes, and they are drying nicely by the fire.'

    I stepped out of the bath and reached for my small towel.

    'May I?' Christine's towel was larger and softer than mine. 'I've been warming it by the fire for you,' she began to dry me, starting with my hair and working her way down slowly. 'There now.' Before I realised it, she was kneeling at my feet, towelling my calves. 'Clean as a whistle and shining brightly.'

    'Nobody's ever done that for me before,' I said. 'I don't know what to say.'

    'You don't need to say anything.'

    'Thank you.'

    'Friends don't need to say thank you to each other.' For an instant, Christine looked sad. 'We are friends aren't we?'

    'Yes,' I said. I knew that Christine would smile at that, just as I knew she would blush and look away.

    'I'm glad,' Christine said. 'I think we should put Lorna to bed now.'

    Lorna was dead to the world. We made a cosy little nest for her in front of the fire, covered her with our dry, long-discarded skirts to keep her warm and returned to the chairs. With most of our clothes still drying, we wore only our under things.

    'Now,' Christine smiled across to me. 'I can tell you what I've been dying to tell you ever since we began this adventure. We never seemed to get time alone together, did we?'

    'We're alone now,' I said. 'Lorna is sleeping like a baby.'

    Christine nodded. 'Good. Now, Brenda, you may have to suspend your disbelief a little when I tell you this.'

    'After being on this peninsula,' I said, 'nothing can surprise me.'

    'I told you that I discovered your mother's name was Kirk.' Christine wriggled herself into a more comfortable position on the hard chair.

    'Yes,' I said. 'When we get back I intend to search for any living relatives.'

    Christine looked downcast. 'Sometimes a good friend is better than a relative.'

    'I have kept people at arm's length,' I said. 'I don't have any good friends.' When I saw the hurt on her face, I quickly added. 'Except you, if you wish to be a good friend and not just a friend.'

    'Would you like me to be your good friend?' Christine's answer was equally rapid. 'Your particular friend as Jane Austen would have put it?'

    'I would like that,' I said, knowing that any other answer would hurt her. I did not wish to harm Christine with her elfin face and tell-tale eyes.

    'I will be the best, most particular friend you could ever wish,' Christine promised.

    'I believe you,' I wondered if she wished me to reply in kind. 'I will be the best friend I can for you,' I said. 'Although, Christine I haven't had much practice. Children from many families are discouraged from befriending orphans and by the time I became an adult I hadn't got the knack of making friends.'

    Christine's smile wrapped around me like a cloak. 'Will I be your first ever best friend?'

    'You will,' I said.

    'That's good.' There was more than mere 'good' in her eyes. There was desperate yearning for acceptance and approval. I knew I would feel immensely guilty if I ever hurt this young woman. 'Have you ever heard about a minister named Robert Kirk?'

    'I have not,' I said with my interest quickening. 'Robert Kirk? If my mother was named Roberta, could he be my grandfather?'

    'He lived in the 17th century,' Christine's gaze did not stray from my face.

    'He was not my grandfather then.' I killed off any slight hope.

    'Probably not,' Christine bent over the side of her chair and opened her rucksack. 'You will recall that I carry books with me?'

    'I remember you explaining how heavy your bag was!' I wondered at the sudden change of subject.

    Christine passed over a small, cheaply-bound book. 'Here. Read this. Robert Kirk was the minister at Aberfoyle.'

    'Where Roberta came from?' I was a bit disappointed when I looked at the book. Entitled The Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies, it seemed to be a children's fairy story.

    'Yes,' Christine said. 'Where your mother came from.'

    I flicked through the pages, not in the mood for reading. 'What is it about?'

    'Robert Kirk believed in fairyland,' Christine began. 'He thought he could hear the fairies at a hill near Aberfoyle.'

    'The Fairy Hill,' I suddenly remembered. 'I know of that place.'

    'Read the book when you can,' Christine said. 'Please.'

    I could not deny her, although I had no time for fairy stories and no belief in fairies. 'I will,' I promised. 'We'd better get to sleep now. I hope that tomorrow is better than today.' I held the book; the fact that Christina had given it to me was more important than the content.

    I do not know what was on my mind as I tried to settle that night. Charlie's face was there, with her eyes pleading for help I could not give, and Mary's final scream. I saw Kate's floating body once more, and that mysterious woman with the enigmatic words. Overall, I saw Christine's eyes, watching me, searching for acceptance, and felt her light touch on my skin. And always, underlying everything there was the sense of foreboding, of being watched, of An Cailleach brooding over me.

    The screaming woke me.
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    'It's Lorna.' Christine stood at my side, shaking, with her hands at her face. 'Do something, Brenda.'

    I sat up. 'Lorna, I'm coming!

    The fire was dead without even a single red ember. The room was in darkness, with a high wind clattering at the windows and roaring down the lum. I scratched a match and lit a candle. Wavering yellow light pooled over the room, highlighting Christine's cheekbones, making deep pits of her eyes.

    'Lorna!'

    Still stupid with sleep, I pulled myself to my feet. Lorna was asleep, twisting and turning in her nest, so the rug was a tangle around her legs. Sweat gleamed on her face, dampened her snarled hair and plastered her surprisingly fashionable chiffon slip to her body. Crouching at her side, I shook her shoulder. 'Lorna, wake up. It's all right.'

    Lorna slept on, screaming through her nightmares, now with her arms thrashing to push me away.

    'Lorna!' I shook harder. 'Oh dear God please awake!'

    'Wake her,' Brenda. Please wake her.' Christine hopped from one foot to the other, flapping her hands.

    I slapped Lorna's face, gently and then with more force. She continued to scream kicking and punching at imaginary foes. 'Lorna!' Lying beside her, I pulled her close to restrain her, whispering what I hoped were soothing words into her ear.

    'Oh, dear God help me.'

    Lorna awoke with a jerk and grabbed at me, tears in her eyes and nails like claws digging into my body. I did not heed the pain.

    'It's all right, Lorna,' I said. 'You're safe here. It's me, Brenda. It's all right.'

    Lorna was sodden with sweat, and her breath was foul. I did not care. I could feel the hammer of her heart through the thin material of her slip. 'It's all right,' I said. 'You're safe.'

    'I had a nightmare,' Lorna said at last. Her grip relaxed, and she gabbled her words. 'I had a nightmare. I was back at the Front with the ambulances and Kate and Mary were on board, and we ran over Charlie as she drowned in the mud in front of us.'

    'It's all right,' I said. 'It's only a dream.'

    Lorna sat up, calming down. 'Sorry ladies. I hate these nightmares. I can't control them.'

    'We know that,' I said. 'We're here.'

    I knew that this house and this whole area were affecting Lorna as it affected all of us. Once we were away, we would all be calmer, Lorna's nightmares would ease, I would stop having crazy thoughts, and Christine would gain confidence.

    'We'll try the ford again tomorrow,' I tried to reassure everybody. 'The rain is off so the water should recede.'

    Lorna nodded. 'Yes, we'll do that.' She looked around the room. 'It's terribly dark. Light a lamp, please.'

    We had no lamps, so Christine scrabbled for another two candles and held their wicks over the flame. I don't know if the increased light made the room look better or worse.

    'The dark nights were the worst,' Lorna continued, 'when the guns lit up the whole horizon, and we lay awake watching the flashes and heard the sounds. Like thunder, on and on and on, a mechanical roar of men being killed and torn to pieces. When we heard the guns like that we knew that they would come soon, the wounded and the injured, the pieces of men that pleaded for death and the boys who hoped we could put them back together again, the blinded and the mutilated, the boys who sobbed for their mothers and the men who apologised for giving us trouble.' Lorna spoke in a long, disjointed mutter. She looked up. 'Could you light a candle, please? Just one? A candle to push back the dark?'

    I glanced at Christina, and she lit another candle, holding it close to Lorna before placing it on the mantelpiece. The little yellow lights flickered in a draught, throwing wavering shadows over the three of us. I heard somebody singing Kisimuil's Galley and knew that Mary was also here, unseen. Mary did not scare me.

    Lorna was sobbing on my shoulder. 'They were all so grateful to us, the married men with pictures of their wives and children and the boys, just little 16-year-old boys, with legs and arms blown off and faces disfigured. There are hundreds and thousands of them in a never-ending column of suffering and pain, always waiting for me, hoping for help I cannot give.'

    Lorna looked up, and I knew she was seeing the faces and torn bodies of her boys. They had never left her. I imagined what she saw, the endless khaki columns of the suffering, the price of politician's promises, and the cost of meretricious glory.

    I could not help. I could only hold Lorna close to me and wait until her sobbing stopped. I hated Tigh-na-Beiste then, hated it more than I had ever hated anything before in my life. This terrible house was magnifying Lorna's memories, combining them together; condensing them into an unendurable nightmare that I knew threatened her sanity.

    'We'll leave here tomorrow,' I repeated. 'We'll get across the ford somehow, and we'll never come back.'

    'Settle back to sleep now,' Christine said. 'We won't leave you.'

    Now wide awake, I sat back on my bedside chair and watched the candle-light battle the lords of darkness that was more spiritual than physical. I was acutely aware of Christine sitting opposite. I smiled at her, and she smiled back.

    'This time tomorrow,' I said, 'we will be back.'

    'Yes,' Christine said. 'This time tomorrow we will be home.'

    Home. That was such an evocative word that meant so much. Home to some people meant family and comfort. To others, home meant a tiny single room in a decrepit tenement. The fortunate thought of home as a detached bungalow with a pleasant garden while the very lucky called their mansion home and often despised those born to lesser fortune. People needed a sense of home, somewhere they felt valued, somewhere they belonged, and their own little bit of the world.

    'What is your home like, Christine?' I asked.

    Joy brightened her face. I had shown interest in her. It was so easy to bring pleasure to this young woman. 'I live a two-roomed flat in Edinburgh,' she said. 'A part of the city called Canonmills.'

    'I know it,' I said. 'It's near the Water of Leith and the Botanical Garden.'

    'That's right!' Christine said. 'Do you know the Botanics?'

    'Very well indeed,' I said. 'I walk there of an evening.'

    'It's a magical place,' Christine said. 'We can walk there together.'

    For some reason, the prospect of walking through that peaceful oasis made me emotional. I felt suddenly homesick for the magnificent glasshouses and the sound of blackbirds through the trees. 'Yes,' I said. 'I will look forward to that.'

    'You must live nearby,' Christine said.

    'I live in Stockbridge, not far at all.' I thought of my one-roomed flat in Raeburn Place, with the blacksmith's forge at the back. I wished I was there now.

    We were silent again as the candle flames gradually burned their way down the wicks. I lifted the book that Christine had given me and leafed through the pages.

    'Have you ever heard of a co-walker?' Christine's voice was clear.

    'I have not,' I said.

    'Look,' Christine gently took the book from my fingers and found a page. 'It tells you about them here.' She traced the words with her finger. 'A twin brother and companion in every way like a man, haunting him as his shadow.'

    That was chillingly familiar.

    'And here again,' Christine read out the words ' “the shape of some man in two places; that is a superterranean and a subterranean inhabitant perfectly resembling one another in all points … a reflex man.” '

    'I see,' I was not sure what point Christine was trying to make.

    'Now tell me about this woman that visits you,' Christine said.

    'I can never see her properly,' the small hairs on the back of my neck rose erect at the very thought of that strange woman. 'Only her eyes are clear.'

    'What colour are they?' Christine asked.

    'Brown,' I said.

    'The same colour as yours,' Christine said. 'How tall is she?'

    I struggled to remember. 'I don't know.'

    'Is she taller than you, or shorter?'

    'About the same.'

    'This woman is the same height as you, with the same colour of eyes.' Christine said. 'And she echoes your words when you speak.'

    'Yes,' I began to see where Christine was steering this conversation. 'I don't believe in co-walkers though.'

    'Of course, you don't. You don't believe in fairyland either. What did this woman say to you? She said they you would know who she is when you know yourself.'

    'Yes, something like that,' I agreed.

    'Is that not a clue? She is your co-walker; she is your spiritual self.'

    'I don't think so,' I said, although I did not wish to hurt Christine by negating her theory. 'I think she is somebody I am imagining. There is an evil in this house or a power that enhances some part of us. It made Kate more of a bully, it makes Lorna's nightmares worse, and it makes me imagine people. I was lonely for a long time; I used to create imaginary friends.'

    'You will never be lonely as long as I am here,' Christine said.

    I closed my eyes at those words. 'Thank you.' I wished I could believe her, but I had heard similar promises throughout my life. I remembered my hurt as children I had thought to be friends joined the majority in ridiculing and tormenting the lonely little girl that I had been. Christine knew all about me. I would like to know more about her.

    I opened my eyes. 'You know the Latin names of trees and flowers, and about causeways. Do you consider yourself to be an intellectual?'

    Christine shook her head. 'Not really.' She considered for a few moments. 'No, not at all.'

    'You researched my name for me. That was very kind of you.' I was trying to work out this woman.

    'You were lost,' Christine said simply.

    Reaching across, I took hold of her hand. 'That was very kind of you,' I repeated. 'Thank you.'

    Brenda Kirk. I ran the name through my mind. Brenda Kirk. It is an excellent name, a strong name. Can I get used to it after being Brenda Smith for so long? Brenda Kirk. I would have to look up my mother's name and ancestry.

    'Roberta Kirk was the only daughter of Robert Kirk,' Christine answered my unspoken question.

    'My grandfather? How far back did you research?'

    'As far back as I could.' Christine said. 'Your grandfather was a ploughman.'

    'Why did you do that?' I was genuinely bewildered. 'Why did you go to all that trouble for a relative stranger? We had only met three or four times before and then for a couple of days hill-walking.'

    'You needed me to,' Christine said. 'As I said, you were lost.' She was silent for a long time as the failing candles cast dark shadows over her face. 'And I needed to because you were lost.'

    I frowned. This house seemed to produce mystery after mystery. 'We hardly spoke, Christine. What made you think I was lost?'

    'You looked lost.' Christine said. 'You know that you can sense atmosphere in places. For instance, when we arrived at Dunalt, you knew immediately that there were no spirits.'

    'It was sterile,' I said.

    'Exactly so,' Christine agreed. 'Yet you could not sense the presence of the family of tinkers.'

    I nodded. 'Could you?'

    'Yes,' Christine said simply. 'I know people. I could sense that you were searching for yourself.'

    I wondered how somebody who knew people could be so needful of acceptance. I would find out later, for we had plenty of time. 'Do you know what my people did?' I asked.

    'Your mother was a domestic servant in a big house,' Christine said. 'I could not find who your father was. It's possible that he was the master of the house.' She smiled. 'You might have blue blood in your veins if you want it.'

    'Do you know his name?'

    'It may have been Adam Gordon,' Christine's eyes twinkled. 'Kate's uncle.'

    I started and thought of Penrioch and the attitude of the landowners to the people there. 'I don't wish blue blood,' I said.

    'No. Your Kirk blood is good enough for anybody.' Christine seemed to have all the facts at her fingertips.

    'Tell me all,' I savoured Christine's smile of pure pleasure.

    'The Reverend Robert Kirk, your ancestor, was one of the most interesting men that 17th century Scotland produced,' Christine settled back in her chair, with the candlelight enhancing her delicate features and reflecting the gleam in her eyes. 'He was the seventh son, which, as you must know, made him susceptible to second sight and such-like powers.'

    I nodded, although I had never heard such a thing before.

    'He became the Minister of Aberfoyle, a place you know well.'

    I nodded again as old memories resurfaced.

    'Well,' Christine's face seemed to glow in the candlelight. 'Our Reverend Kirk was a highly intelligent fellow, bi-lingual in Gaelic and English, plus he spoke Latin and Greek. He was one of the first to publish the Bible in Gaelic. You have the book that he wrote, although you haven't had time to read it yet. When you do, you will find out that he could communicate with the People of Peace, the Daoine Sidhe.'

    'The who?' I had never heard the term before.

    'The People of Peace.' Christine repeated. 'That is the term Scots used to describe the beings that lived in the mounds and under the surface of the earth, the ones who were here before the Celts arrived, or possibly before humans arrived.'

    Now I was intrigued. 'I've never heard of the People of Peace.'

    'You have.' Christine said. 'They were also called fairies.'

    'Oh,' I tried to digest that piece of news. 'So Robert Kirk's book is not a fairy story for children, then.'

    Christine shook her head. 'It might be one of the most important books ever written on the subject.' She settled back in her chair. 'Robert Kirk used to listen to the People of Peace on the Fairy Hill at Aberfoyle. He travelled around the Highlands finding out what they knew about the spirit world and then wrote your book.'

    I listened in silence.

    'You have the gift of discerning atmosphere in a place,' Christine said. 'Perhaps you also have the power that the Reverend Robert Kirk had.'

    'I have never spoken to a fairy, a person of peace,' I said. After a few days on this peninsula, I did not scoff. I can believe nearly anything now.

    'Are you sure? How would you know?' Christine asked. 'Do you think they come complete with gossamer wings like Barrie's Tinkerbell? The old folk were afraid of them, in case they stole their children or hurt their cattle. The People of Peace are not delicate little creatures but, as Kirk said supernatural beings 'of a middle nature betwixt man and angel.”

    I shifted slightly in my chair, thinking of that mystery woman who haunted me. She had been of middle size and seemed to be able to appear and disappear at will. Could she be one of these People of Peace, or perhaps a co-walker? I shook my head in complete confusion.

    'One day,' Christine said, 'the Reverend Kirk was found dead, lying face down on the Fairy Hill. People thought that he had a heart attack and brought him home to lie for a few days before they buried him.'

    I nodded. 'And the mystery died with the reverend.' I said.

    'Not at all,' Christine said. 'The local people believed that the People of Peace were annoyed that he revealed their secrets and said that he was not dead at all. The locals said that his coffin was filled with rocks and the People of Peace had taken him inside the hill to be the chaplain of the Fairy Queen. Others said that his spirit is still trapped in a pine tree on top of Doon Hill, the other name for the Fairy Hill.'

    'I see.' Vague tales of the fairy realm had circulated around the orphanage and my primary school. In such a God-fearing place as Aberfoyle was then, the minister ensured that such stories were squashed at once, with the teacher's tawse supporting him as a fearful implement of persuasion.

    'There are other tales,' Christine leaned forward in her chair, so she was close to me. I have never seen such an intense expression on anybody's face as she had that evening. 'The Reverend Kirk appeared, or rather his spirit appeared, to his cousin, Graham of Duchray and told him that the Reverend was still alive and in fairyland. He pleaded for Duchray to release him. The Reverend said that he would appear at the baptism of his child, for he had left his wife pregnant.'

    'How like a man,' I tried to inject some humour. 'Getting his wife pregnant and then running away to Fairyland.'

    'We're better without them,' Christine agreed with a smile. 'The Reverend claimed that when his spirit materialised at the baptism, Duchray should throw a knife over his head to release him from his captivity. The People of Peace are said to be scared of iron, you see. Well, as you can imagine, Duchray was a bit sceptical. However, the Reverend, or something that looked like him, appeared at the Christening but Duchray was too astonished to do anything about it. Robert Kirk walked right past him, throwing him a look of reproachful despair. He has never been seen since.'

    'So he is still with the People of Peace?' I found it hard to use the word 'fairyland'.

    'He is still with the People of Peace,' Christine confirmed.

    Unsure what to say, I said nothing as the final candle guttered and died.

    'Now here is a twist,' Christine's voice carried through the dark room. 'There is an ancient fort on Doon Hill, maybe one that the People of Peace used before humans came. And Jules Verne used the setting for one of his books.'

    'Do you think it is true?' I asked.

    'I think there is truth in the story,' Christine said.

    'Do you believe in the People of Peace?' I did not. Even after all the strange events on that peninsula, I could not convince myself to believe in fairies and a fairy queen. On the other hand, I did not want to scoff and ruin a budding friendship.

    'I believe.'

    'Then so might I.' I still could not commit myself. I was willing to suspend my disbelief up to a point, but the rational part of my mind still worked.

    'Belief is in your blood, Brenda Kirk.' Christine said. 'Especially if you are a descendant of the Reverend Robert Kirk.'

    'How much do you know about the People of Peace?' I was enjoying Christine's company in a manner that only lonely people will understand.

    'A lot,' Christine said, and then Lorna began to dream again. She was silent at first, and then muttered a little, moving her hands as if to fend off some invisible attacker.

    'There goes Lorna,' I sighed. 'We'd best light another candle.' I brushed against Christine as I moved to Lorna. That slight touch tingled like the sting of a bee.

    'It's all right, Lorna, I'm here. You're safe.'

    I crouched beside Lorna when she began to moan and held her hand when the moans intensified into low groans.

    'It's all right,' Lorna,' I said.

    Lorna stared directly at me. 'It is not all right,' she spoke as clearly as if she was sitting at home and fully awake. 'They're all dead, you know.'

    Her words startled me. 'It's all right,' I repeated. 'We're here with you.'

    'They're all dead.' Lorna said.

    'She's still sleeping,' Christine said. 'She's talking in her sleep.'

    'We'll calm Lorna down, and then we'd better get some sleep too,' I said, knowing that Christine would accept whatever I said. I was not sure if I liked having this power over somebody else, even if I would never abuse it.

    Lorna sat up. 'We had to leave them,' she said. 'We had no choice. We had to leave them behind.'

    'Of course, you did,' I said. 'You could do nothing else.' I settled her back down in her rug. 'It's all in the past now, Lorna.'

    I waited beside her until she closed her eyes again and her breathing became regular.

    'Time for us to sleep, Christine,' I said. 'You can tell me about the People of Peace tomorrow when we are back at the Inn.'

    It was well before dawn when I awoke, but still too late to do anything to help Lorna.

    She was hanging by her neck in the stairwell, and she was stone dead.
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    'Oh, dear God.' I stared at Lorna for a full three minutes before I could summon the strength to move. 'Oh, Lorna, Lorna. Why?'

    Lorna had fastened her final climbing rope around one of the beams of the ceiling and looped the other end around her neck. Her death had not been quick and to judge from the expression on her face, it had not been easy. I could not look at her bulging eyes or her tongue that protruded from the side of her mouth. Her bladder had also relaxed, for there is no dignity in death.

    'The nightmares killed her,' Christine was at my side, holding my arm. 'She did not survive the war. It got her in the end.'

    'It wasn't the war,' I said. 'It was this house or this peninsula.' It was An Cailleach, I thought. It was the mountain herself, striking us down one by one. An Cailleach had probed us all for our weaknesses and exploited them to her advantage. Even Lorna, the strongest of us all, had proved vulnerable. Lorna the compassionate, Lorna the nurse who had survived the worst that war had thrown at her, was dead. An Cailleach had taken Lorna's greatest gift, her caring for others, into a weapon and twisted her memories of helping into a lance that damaged her brain, so she killed herself.

    'Should we get her down?' Christine asked.

    I nodded, once again making the decision. 'Yes. We cannot leave Lorna like that.' I took a deep breath, trying to gather my strength for the next ordeal. 'That's four of us gone,' I said. The washerwoman had washed Lorna's shroud.

    'I know,' Christine said. 'Only we two are left.'

    We unfastened the rope from the beam above and gently lowered Lorna to the floor before removing the noose from her neck. Unable to cope with the horror in her eyes, I closed them with a muttered prayer. We carried Lorna into the living room and laid her body on top of her nest, beside the fire.

    'She's with her boys now,' Christine said. 'All the boys and all the men that she helped cross over to the other side.'

    I nodded. 'Lorna's boys will be making her welcome.' I would have liked to give her a full military funeral, or have her interred in St Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh or make some other mark of distinction for Lorna Menzies, ambulance driver, climber and a woman I had hoped would sometime be my friend. As Lorna would have said, it would be the only proper thing to do. As it was, she would be scorned for her suicide and buried in disgrace.

    'We must leave here,' I said. 'What a horrible thing to happen.' I tried to push my emotions away. I had both liked and respected Lorna. She was the strongest of us all, the best and most reliable person I had ever met, but if I dwelt on her death Tigh-na- Beiste or An Cailleach would take advantage.

    'We will leave when you say, Brenda,' Christine said.

    I sighed. 'It's your decision as well, Christine. You have as much a say as I do.' I decided to make our situation plain. 'If we are to be friends, Christine, then we must be equal friends.'

    'Oh,' Christine stared at me with her mouth open. 'Yes, Brenda.'

    That was not quite the response I had expected. 'When do you think we should leave, Christine?'

    Christine's gaze fixed on me. 'We will leave when you know the truth, Brenda.' There was no hesitation in her answer.

    'I don't understand,' I said.

    'I know.' Christine spoke softly. 'I know you don't understand.' She stepped closer to me. 'Thank you for accepting me as an equal, Brenda. That means more to me than anything.' Reaching out, she touched my arm. 'I think we should leave Lorna in this room and go upstairs until it's dawn.'

    I had forgotten the time. A glance out the window showed the waiting darkness. 'We'll do that,' I agreed. I had no fear of remaining in the same room as Lorna's body; she would never harm me, alive or dead. I only thought it would be disrespectful for Christine and me to stay beside her.

    We trooped upstairs, passing the beam from which Lorna had hung and entered one of the bedrooms.

    'I can't sleep,' Christine said.

    'Nor can I.' I said. 'What did you mean about leaving when I know the truth?'

    'Ask yourself that same question,' Christine slid down the wall beneath the window and sat, legs apart, facing me. 'Tell me when you know the answer.' She winked, as she had done once before, flicked out her tongue and closed her eyes.

    I sat opposite her on the stained wooden floorboards, listened to the wind grumbling down the chimney and allowed the tears to flow for Lorna.

    'Brenda Kirk,' the strange woman stood inside the doorway, looking at me. 'Come with me, Brenda Kirk.'

    'Who are you?' I asked. 'Where is Christine?'

    'Christine is here,' the strange woman said.

    I looked around the room. I could not see Christine. 'Who are you?' I asked again.

    'You know the answer to that,' the woman said.

    Remembering what Christine had said, I peered closer, trying to see clearly, but the air seemed to be clouded. Nothing was clear. 'Are you my co-walker?'

    'Are you my co-walker?' As so often before, the woman echoed my question. 'Come with me, Brenda Kirk.'

    'Where are you taking me?'

    'Home,' the woman said. 'I'm taking you to the place you belong, the place you have wanted to be all your life.'

    Christine had vanished. I was alone with this strange woman. My curiosity battled with fear and curiosity walked away victorious. 'Take me,' I said. 'Show me what you wish to show me and then,' I tried to recall what Mary had said to the tinkers a week and a lifetime ago, 'God between you and me.'

    I don't know what I expected the words to do. I did not expect the woman to shake her head. 'God cannot be between you and me, Brenda, and well you know it.' She extended her arm as if to take my hand. I declined, keeping outside her reach.

    'Allow yourself to trust, Brenda Kirk.'

    'I do not trust,' I said.

    'Then watch and listen and learn.' The woman spoke quietly. 'You must learn to trust those who need you.'

    We were walking side by side through a dark landscape, yet I did not have to feel my way. The route seemed as familiar as my own street, with every rock and every overflowing water-course an old friend. The wind soothed my face as the wild mountain goats watched passively. Even the deer accepted our presence as normal, grazing without interruption.

    We strode up Bein a Ghlo and over the saddle to An Cailleach without a pause. The slopes levelled before us, the causeway over the bog was as visible as the King's Highway, and two eagles guided us over the double rope bridge across the Witch's Step as smoothly as if it were on the North Bridge in Edinburgh.

    'Where are you taking me?' I already knew the answer.

    An Cailleach waited for us, bare, cold and windswept, her honest granite slopes austere against the western sky. The woman took my hand and led me to the pinnacle on the summit where the six of us had celebrated only a few bitter days before. I stood there, barefooted and part of the mountain.

    'Who are you?' I asked again.

    'I am you,' the woman told me. 'And you are me.'

    'I don't understand,' I said.

    'I am the person you see in the mirror, where your left is my right, and my left is your right. I am the voice that wants to say no when you wish to say yes. I am the one who pushes you on when you wish to stop, and who holds you back when the road is too busy or the snow too deep.'

    I shook my head. I was not afraid. 'I still don't understand.'

    'Yes you do,' the woman said. 'You just don't realise that you do.'

    The wind was cool, refreshing around my flanks. I turned in a circle, sun-wise and saw the world in all its stark glory. I belonged here, grim and solid on this peninsula where I had stood for uncounted centuries. I was An Cailleach, the old woman, the hag, the witch, and the eagles, myself forever.

    'We are in duplicate,' the woman turned widdershins, the opposite direction and we stopped facing each other. She held out her hands, and I grasped them, left hand to right, and right hand to left as we locked gazes.

    'I am only one,' I said.

    'Two eyes, two ears, two lungs, two hands and two feet.' The woman said.

    'One mouth, one nose, one heart,' I stopped there.

    'You will meet a mouth with lips to merge with yours and a tongue to add to your words. You will meet a face with a nose to point your mutual direction and a heart to mend your constant pain of loneliness.'

    'I am alone,' I said.

    'We are in pairs,' the woman contradicted me. 'You came here in three sets of two. Kate and Lorna. Charlie and Mary. Christine and you. The dominant, the seekers and the lonely, each pair with a mission and each individual needing something different yet similar.'

    'You're talking in riddles,' I said as my feet seemed to merge with the granite of An Cailleach.

    'Unravel the riddles, Brenda Kirk.' The woman was closer, so close that her face was nearly touching mine.

    'Are you half of me?' I saw my reflection in the woman's eyes, I saw a lost little girl searching for love, a child seeking acceptance, a lonely youth hiding in the wild places, a young woman yearning for hope. I saw maturity with lines of growing despair. I saw the bright hopelessness of old age and the gradual acceptance of a solitary death. Life and death merged, and only the spirit remained to soar in final triumph or remain solid between the water that gave birth to all life and the land that provided nourishment. Above were the sun and the moon that regulated the days and the seasons.

    'I am you,' the strange woman replied, 'and you are me.'

    I was sinking into An Cailleach. The two eagles circled above, watching, gradually coming closer until they landed at my side, huge, feathered creatures with hooked beaks and talons sharp enough to rend a grown man. I was not scared for they were part of me, as I was part of them.

    'Why did you kill Mary?' I asked the eagles.

    'We did not kill Mary.' They did not speak yet I heard their answer. They preened themselves, acting in unison.

    'I saw you kill Mary,' I said. 'She was no threat to you.'

    'You killed Mary,' they told me. 'She was a threat to you.'

    'In what way was Mary a threat to me?' I remembered watching Mary fall, toppling head over heels into the mist as her scream echoed around the lost corrie.

    'She threatened your friendship,' the eagles responded. 'You were jealous of her.'

    'That's a lie,' I heard the heat in my voice. 'I was not jealous, and I did not kill Mary.'

    I relived the scene, with Mary safe on the saddle beside the Witch's Step. I was beside her as she hummed Kisimuil's Galley and we stepped out again. I watched Mary's back, saw Christine smile to her and felt jealousy so sharp that I shuddered with the shock. The great eagles circled us, and Lorna gasped her relief that we were all safe after the perilous crossing. I heard the whirr of wings and looked up to see the eagles attack again, two huge birds with hooked beaks and talons extended, ready to rip and rend. Lorna ducked in anticipation, but the eagles ignored her and struck Mary. She turned to face them, threw a round-house punch, overbalanced and staggered on the edge of the ridge.

    I was closest to her. Dropping my rucksack, I rushed forward, slipping on the loose stones. 'Mary!' I saw the panic in her eyes and stretched out my hand to help.

    'Take my hand, Mary!'

    I reached out to pull her back, took hold of her sleeve and… And? Did I try and pull her back? Or did I push her over?

    'Mary!' I yelled as she fell, with her eyes anguished and her mouth forming one word: why?

    I had pushed her over. I had killed my companion.

    'Why would I want to kill Mary?' I stared at the strange woman who put such terrible images into my head. 'Why would I do that?'

    'Mary was friendly with Christine,' the strange woman, my co-walker said.

    'Oh dear God! Did I kill her? Did I push her over the edge?'

    'We did,' my co-walker said. 'We killed Mary like we killed Kate.'

    'Kate fell into the lochan,' I said. 'She drowned.'

    'Remember again.' My co-walker woman said. 'Remember what really happened.'

    'We found her in the morning,' I shook my head, hoping to chase this terrible version of me away with her vile thoughts and awful accusations.

    'Think back,' my co-walker said. 'Think of the night before when you were all under the Shelter Stone.'

    I tried not to think. I did not wish to face the terrible possibility. I felt myself sinking further into the rock, so I became firmly embedded in An Cailleach. We were fused now, this great hill and I.

    'Think back,' my co-walker said.

    It was night. We lay under the Shelter Stone, some of us slumped in exhausted slumber, and others awake, staring at the carvings on the rock.

    'Are you awake, Christine?' Kate whispered.

    Lying across the entrance, Christine whistled softly in her sleep. I watched as Kate rose up and stepped carefully over the sleeping bodies. Stooping, she kissed Christine on the ear. 'Do you fancy a moonlight dip?'

    Christine stirred in her sleep, murmured something and fell back to sleep. Her legs kicked out slightly, catching me on the knee. That strange woman was with us. I saw her come towards me and we merged as one.

    'I'll come if you wish.' I whispered to Kate.

    'Oh,' Kate looked disappointed and then surprised. 'All right then, Brenda. I did not think you would wish to. You're such a shy person.'

    I rose. 'Come on then, Kate.'

    As we stepped over Christine, Kate looked fondly down at her. I felt an immediate stab of jealousy for I had never had a friend who looked at me in that manner.

    'We'll have to keep quiet,' I said. 'Or we'll wake the others.'

    We negotiated the steep slope, sliding on the shingle, slithering sideways to avoid the sharp rocks until we arrived at the shore of the lochan. Moonlight gleamed on the water, showing it as clear and inviting, with long tendrils of green weed at the bottom and a bed of smooth white stones.

    'Have you done this sort of thing before?' I asked.

    'Oh, many times,' Kate said. 'Chrissy and I often swim in the moonlight. There is St Margaret's Loch beside Arthur's Seat in Edinburgh we go to when we're in town. If I am at home at Carnbrora, I take her to our private beach.'

    I pictured them together, laughing and capering in the silver surf, splashing each other in friendship.

    'That must be lovely,' I said.

    'It is.' Kate was stripping off, so she stood naked by the water. I admired her perfect body, slim and elegant, slightly tanned by the sun and with fashionably small breasts. Kate was everything I was not, rich, clever, confident and successful. 'Come on if you're coming.'

    'I'm coming.' I dropped my clothes on the white shingle and stepped into the water. I knew that Kate was watching me, inwardly mocking my cheap clothes, laughing at my broad hips and matronly breasts. I could not match her in anything, not in wealth, health or body. It was no wonder she could attract a friend like Christine.

    The water was biting cold as we waded out. Kate reached waist-level and dipped her head under. She swam as expertly as she did everything else, with a grace and power that I could never hope to emulate. I followed her with my clumsy breaststroke, wallowing in her wake.

    'Come on, Bren,' Kate called cheerfully over her shoulder. She was like a water-nymph or a mermaid with these smooth lines, those slim hips and energetic legs.

    We swam out as far as I could. I turned back as Kate continued, reaching the far bank where the outlet cascaded to the dark depths below. I watched her, knowing I could never manage to swim that far, knowing Kate was better than me at everything. I understood why Christine obeyed her like a puppy following her mistress and I hated Kate for being such a success.

    The moon was waxing when Kate returned with the water slicking her hair to her head and her face masked with concentration. 'Are you ready to return to the Shelter Stone?' She asked. 'Or shall we swim out again.'

    'Let's swim out again.' I could see that she was tiring. Her breathing was deep. 'How fast can you swim, Kate?'

    'I used to be the school champion,' Kate sounded proud. 'The water was not as cold then.'

    'I bet you couldn't swim all the way around this loch,' I said.

    Kate laughed. 'That's easy when I'm fresh. Not at this time of night. I'm ready to sleep now.'

    'Any excuses,' I played with her ego, her only weakness.

    'Oh, all right then,' Kate's smile was broad as she plunged back in and kicked off on her circuit of the lochan. I watched and waited. After ten minutes Kate had reached the outlet and was still going strong. Another five minutes and she was nearly back. She stopped suddenly.

    'Cramp!' She raised a hand. 'I've got cramp!'

    The combination of cold and tiredness had taken its toll. I waded in and swam toward Kate, splashing water with my clumsy stroke.

    'Brenda!' Kate surfaced again, looking at me as I swam toward her.

    'I'm coming, Kate,' I said. I realised that the water here was shallow and stood on the bed of the loch.

    'Brenda!' Kate was panicking, thrashing around as the pain of her cramped limbs chased away her powers of reason.

    'I'm here!' Taking told of her head, I pushed her under the water, holding her until her frantic struggled slowed and then stopped. If she had been fresh, I could not have held her. I shoved her under the water and walked away. Kate's clothes were folded in a neat little bundle. I lifted them and hid them under a large boulder, dressed and returned to the Shelter Stone. The moon was down now, and everybody was still asleep. I kissed Christine on the head, returned to my space and closed my eyes, smiling as my co-walker seeped from my body.

    'I did not do that,' I denied my memory.

    'We did,' my co-walker said. 'We killed Kate, and we killed Mary.'

    I was thigh-high in rock now, sinking slowly and feeling some of the power of the mountain surging through me. 'I would not do such a thing.'

    'Oh, we would,' my co-walker said. 'Think of poor Charlie.'

    'Charlie drowned in the peat-bog,' I denied any involvement in Charlie's death. 'I saw her drown.' I could recall every detail of that horrible event.

    'You helped her choke to death.' My co-walker was sinking every bit as fast as I was. She still held my hands while her gaze remained locked with mine.

    'I did no such thing,' I shook my head violently. I did not want to have murdered Charlie.

    'Let us remember together,' my co-walker encouraged. 'Let me inside your head.'

    'No!' I tried to fight her off.

    I was back in that fearsome bog with the mist rolling around us and the causeway soft under my feet. Charlie was in front, hurrying to escape from the three men. 'Hurry, Charlie,' I said. 'I can see them. They're catching up.'

    Charlie looked behind her, eyes wide. Mud smeared her face from her forehead to her chin. She was panting with fear, limping, with the laces of her left boot trailing in the dirt. 'I can't see them.'

    I stopped to listen, hearing only Charlie's harsh breathing and the distant call of a curlew, eerie in the mist. 'Maybe they've gone,' I said. 'Three men, you said?'

    'Three men.' Charlie confirmed.

    'Maybe I was wrong,' I put doubt on my own words. 'You know how the mist distorts things.'

    I heard Lorna's voice behind us, high-pitched.

    'That's Lorna,' Charlie said. 'I hope Christine is safe as well.' She forced a smile, her teeth surprisingly white in her peat-stained face. She had lost her hat somewhere and her hair, cropped as short as a boy, was smeared and filthy. The confident, thrusting reporter of last week had long gone.

    'Do you like Christine that much?' I thought of that sweet young creature with this dedicated, tenacious woman, shy Christine with Charlie who stepped boldly in a man's world and who faced down any opposition of either gender.

    'She's so vulnerable,' Charlie said. 'And so petite. I don't like to think of her out there in the wild world. She should be sitting on velvet cushions, eating strawberries and cream and drinking out of fine bone china tea-cups.'

    That image slid into my mind. Christine was purring like a cat, lounging in a basket chair within a rose garden with blackbirds singing and a short-cropped lawn stretching to a Scottish Baronial mansion. She lay languidly back, stretching her legs as she tipped her straw sun-hat over her face. Her eyes were smiling as she waited for me, and only me. With the image came raw anger that Charlie should wish the same thing as I did.

    'Did you hear that?' Charlie asked. 'I heard something.'

    'It was only a bird,' I said, adding 'I think' to maintain Charlie's fear. At that minute I hated Charlie with unreasoning bile I did not fully understand.

    'No, I'm sure it was a man.' Charlie said. 'He was whistling to his friend. They are surrounding us.'

    'If we hurry they won't catch us,' I said.

    'It's me they want,' Charlie said. 'They know I was an active suffragette. They know I write articles to advance the cause of women.'

    'You go first then,' I gave her a little push. 'I'll stay here. If the men come, I'll delay them.'

    Charlie ran ahead, her boots splashing on the causeway. I followed, with the mist drifting in and out and the little patches of bog cotton bobbing fluffy white heads as we passed.

    'The path's stopped!' Charlie poked Lorna's staff into the ground. 'There's no bottom here.'

    'It's over there,' I said. 'We put the table down, remember?'

    'Yes, yes. I forgot.' Charlie thrust the staff into the mud, searching for our temporary bridge. 'Here it is.'

    'Hurry,' I said. 'The men are coming.' I gave Charlie another shove, sufficient to send her into a panic, so she plunged off the causeway and into the bog. Waiting until she had blundered a good fifteen yards away, too far to return, I shouted: 'Charlie!' and stepped gingerly after her. I knew that Lorna and Christine were not far behind and would rescue me if I were not too far out.

    'Charlie,' I repeated when I was sure the peat bog held her firm. Charlie turned toward me, and with a mixed feeling of satisfaction and pleasure, I watched her slowly sink. Good, I thought, she won't come between my young friend and me again. I saw Lorna emerge from the mist with Christine at her back.

    'Help her!' I shouted. 'Charlie's sinking in the bog!' I waved my arms to attract attention. 'Somebody help Charlie!'

    'Brenda!' I realised that Christine was reaching for me, her eyes liquid with anxiety.

    'No,' I said, 'help Charlie!'

    'Charlie's gone,' Christine said.

    That strange woman left me, and I mourned the death of Charlie, my friend.

    I felt the tears burning my eyes as I thought of Charlie. I tried to shake away the memories as I sunk deeper into the granite of An Cailleach. I was up to my hips, with my co-walker still opposite me, still holding my gaze.

    'What's happening?'

    'You're going home,' my co-walker said.

    'Where's home?'

    'Where you belong,' my co-walker said.

    'I don't belong anywhere,' I said.

    'Everyone belongs somewhere,' my co-walker told me. 'You just have to find that place. I will guide you.'

    The granite was friendly, warm and enduring, as constant as a home should be. I slid into it, merging as my flesh petrified and my mind focussed on my past of solitariness and isolation. I recalled the orphanage of dozens of children, of comings and goings, with different faces every few weeks and no constant. The staff had been formal but friendly, the food and accommodation adequate. Was that the home where I belonged?

    Eventually, an elderly couple had taken me in. Decent enough people, they cared for me with sympathy but without love, and I paid for my accommodation by working morning, noon and night. Was that the home to which I belonged?

    I remembered school days when I had been 'that motherless girl' to the teachers who treated me as if my situation had been my fault, and encouraged my fellow pupils to act as if I were some kind of leper. I had been the solitary girl watching from the sidelines, the one always last to be picked for team games or companionship, the girl not invited to parties. Was that the home to which I belonged?

    I remembered leaving school after an undistinguished academic career. I was thirteen years old, and nobody noticed that I no longer attended school. Nobody cared if I were there or not. I found a job in a shop, working twelve and fourteen hour days on my feet to pay the rent for my one-roomed flat in a nearby tenement. One of the other girls knew me from school days and soon spread the word that I was an orphan. Naturally, the shop owners gave me the jobs nobody else wanted, and I swept up and cleaned up and survived to return to my attic room with the leaking roof and creeping insects in the cracks of the floorboards. Was that the home where I belonged?

    I remembered making the nerve-wracking trip to the capital and searching for work and accommodation in Edinburgh. The size of the city awed me, with the bustling streets, the trams and omnibuses, the khaki-clad soldiers on leave from the front, the great frowning castle and the long-nosed ladies parading along Princes Street and George Street who would not give shop-girls such as me the time of day. I had found a small flat in Stockbridge, a mile from the city centre and lived a quiet life working, walking around the Botanical Garden and Inverleith Park and occasional trips to the Pentland Hills. Living my solitary life in the city was the happiest I had ever been. Was that the home where I belonged?

    I had met Lorna there. She had been in the Botanical Garden, outside the magnificent glasshouses and had spoken to me. Lorna had been my key to the Edinburgh Ladies Mountaineer Club where I had discovered women with an even greater affinity with the hills and mountains than I had. I smiled at my memories of Lorna.

    'She was a good woman,' my co-walker said. 'What a pity you killed her.'

    'I did not kill her.' I denied the accusation in something like panic. 'Lorna killed herself.'

    'Remember again.' My co-walker's intense eyes fixed on me, dragging me from the peace of the Botanical Garden to that more stern time of much more recent date.

    'No,' I tried to back away, but there was nowhere to go.

    Christine was sleeping, her breathing steady and slow. The fire was long dead, and the wick of the candle burned away. The smell of hot wax was vaguely pleasant or at least familiar in that room. I fidgeted on my uncomfortable chair, wondering if it were better to continue dozing there or to stretch out on the floor.

    Lorna was stirring in her sleep as the nightmares returned. Creeping, so as not to wake Christine, I stepped beside Lorna. She was mumbling, twitching her hands as though fending off some invisible enemy. That other woman was in the room, observing me as if judging what I was doing.

    'It's all right.' I crouched at Lorna's side. 'You're all right.'

    Although Lorna's eyes jerked open, I knew that her mind was still in France, driving her ambulance from the butchery of the battlefield to the horror of the hospital.

    'They've broken through,' Lorna spoke coherently, as though living through the events. 'There are hundreds of casualties, maybe thousands.'

    'That was years ago. You're safe now.'

    'They came in the fog,' Lorna sat up. 'They broke through our lines and came on and on.'

    'We drove them back.' I guessed that Lorna was referring to the German offensive of March 1918. 'We won the war, or at least forced them to an armistice.'

    Lorna continued as if I had never spoken. 'We have to withdraw. We have to leave the casualties and withdraw before the Germans reach us.'

    When Lorna spoke, Christine gave a little moan and moved in her chair. 'Lorna,' she said. I felt the jealousy twist within me. What right did Lorna have to be in Christine's mind?

    'Do we have to withdraw?' I asked. 'Can we not stay and look after them?'

    'No, no,' Lorna said. 'If we stay the Germans will capture us, and we won't be able to help anybody ever again. We must leave.'

    I saw an opening. 'If we withdraw we will be leaving all these poor boys to the mercy of the Huns.'

    'I know. We have no choice. Too many casualties depend on us.'

    'We'll run then,' I said. 'We'll leave the wounded behind. The Huns will appreciate the gift.'

    'Don't say that,' Lorna said. 'Please don't say that.'

    'We left them behind,' I said, deliberately jumping through time. 'All these poor wounded boys that needed us so badly. You left them behind, Lorna.'

    'I had to,' Lorna's voice broke as she spoke. 'I had no choice.'

    'They died,' I lied, twisting the knife. 'The Huns killed them all. The Huns murdered the boys you left behind, Lorna. They bayoneted them one by one while you ran away.'

    I worked on Lorna's guilt, bruising her tender heart, knowing that the calluses of war overlaid genuine sympathy. 'They died screaming, Lorna, while you ran away.'

    'No, please don't say that!' Lorna covered her ears, trying to escape my barbed, agonising words.

    'You killed them, Lorna. You were the cause of these poor wounded boys' deaths.' I waited until my words sank in before I continued. 'Now you are living while half your friends are dead. Is that right? Is that how it should be?'

    'No,' Lorna shook her head as the tears flowed hot down her cheeks. 'No, it's not right that I should live and they should have died. The best of us died, and the rest only live because of their sacrifice.'

    'What should you do, Lorna? What is the only proper thing to do?' I was ruthless, pushing Lorna past her limits of endurance.

    'I don't know. I killed those poor wounded boys. I murdered them when I ran away.'

    'What happens to murderers, Lorna? What is the only proper thing to do with murderers?'

    'We hang murderers,' Lorna said. 'We take a life for a life.'

    'That is right, Lorna,' I said. 'A life for a life. What are you going to do, Lorna?' I heard Christine stir and knew I had to settle things before she awoke. Christine was such a lovely little thing that she would not allow Lorna to employ natural justice.

    'I must do the right and proper thing,' Lorna said.

    'That's right, Lorna,' I glanced towards Christine, lying there with her innocent, elfin face and her need for a particular friend. I must protect Christine from all others and care for her myself. I must remove all threats to her. 'What is the right and proper thing, Lorna?'

    'I have to hang the murderer,' Lorna said.

    'That's right, Lorna. That's what you have to do.' I urged her. 'Do it now, Lorna, before you forget, or the guilt will eat at you all your life. If you hang the murderer, all these young boys you condemned to death will find peace.'

    'Peace.' Lorna said. 'Will there ever be peace?'

    'These boys are not at peace,' I whispered. 'Only you can help them, Lorna. Only you can give them peace. You can join them now.'

    I was not sure if Lorna was awake or asleep. I only knew that she responded to my words. Rising from her bed, she lifted her last rope, left the room and climbed to the top of the stairs. I was with her, moving without effort, whispering in her ear.

    'That's right, Lorna. That is the only proper thing to do.'

    Two of the beams that held the attic floor were exposed. Lorna passed the rope over one and tied a secure knot before forming a simple loop at the opposite end. 'Those poor boys,' she said. 'If I had remained behind I could have saved them.'

    'You can save them now,' I said. 'The boys are waiting for you, Lorna. You can give them peace.'

    'It's all my fault.' Lorna's guilt was evident. 'If I had stayed, I could have saved them.'

    Pulling herself to the top of the bannister, Lorna looked down the stairwell. 'They're waiting for me,' she spoke in a conversational tone. 'I'm coming boys. Don't fret, I'm coming to help. Hold on now, and I'll be with you in a jiffy.'

    She stepped off the bannister and landed with a jerk. I saw the rope tighten around her neck. Lorna convulsed, tried to speak and slowly choked to death inside Tigh-na-Beiste. I watched, knowing that Christine only had me, now.

    Leaving Lorna to hang, I returned to my chair, pausing only to kiss the top of Christine's head as I passed. That strange woman slid free of my body as I sat, and watched me from the other side of the room.

    'No!' I denied. 'I did not kill Lorna.'

    'You did not kill Lorna,' my co-walker agreed. 'You only persuaded her to kill herself.'

    Breast high in the granite, I stared at this co-walker who was so like me yet so different, my identical opposite, and at last, I could see her features. They matched mine in every respect, from the shape of my nose to the cynical twist of my mouth, a contortion created by a lifetime of rejection and humiliation. I no longer feared repudiation by those who could pretend friendship; instead, I sought it. Aware of its inevitability I pursued denial to justify my bitterness, thrust away overtures of friendship to find the solace of loneliness. I allowed only a very few people close to me and held them secure while expecting betrayal. Now the result of my actions stared me in the face.

    Above us, two eagles circled closer and closer until I could see the substance of every feather and the glint of their eyes. Trapped in the granite, I could not fend them off. I only watched, waiting for the rending of claws on my face and the ripping of sharp beaks in my eyes. I blinked, and they were beside us, standing and I was no longer afraid. Why should one fear oneself? Or perhaps oneself is the greatest threat of all? I did not know. I do not know. The eagles came close, two witches from Badenoch stepping toward me and then I felt the power of flight and saw everything in the most amazing clarity. The past and the present were as one, a kaleidoscope of events, one following another in a sequence that contained a pattern of inevitability and repeated itself like an actress performing the same play forever. The only thing that altered was the audience and the face of the actress, who aged with each appearance.

    'It is time to go home.' The voice came from inside me.

    'Where is home?' I asked as An Cailleach claimed us all.

    There was nobody to ask. My co-walker had disappeared. I was within the body of An Cailleach, with a host of people around me. There was laughter and music, smiling faces with hazel eyes and small ears, light without a source and a feeling of belonging such as I had never experienced before.

    As the light strengthened, I could see more clearly, as if a veil had been withdrawn. I remembered something that Mary had once told me. An Cailleach was said to mean 'old woman' or 'old hag', but the literal meaning was 'veiled one,' somebody who belonged to a hidden world. I was within An Cailleach now, within her hidden world, her veil was dropped, her secrets revealed and the recesses as open to me as a garden on a bright spring morning.

    'Where am I?'

    'You already know the answer.' The words came unbidden to my head. I was home. I was inside An Cailleach, I was An Cailleach, I was mistress of all I surveyed, and I was home. When I looked around at all the dancing, happy people I knew them as friends. Rather than being barely tolerated in a hostile world I was part of a community, accepted, welcomed, loved for who I was; I was wanted.

    The feeling of peace grew so strongly within me that I felt I could burst.

    What was this place called? Different people gave it different names. Was I dead and a spiritual soul in heaven, or was I a nymph in Arcadia? Was I in Elfhame, or Fairyland or was I within the body of An Cailleach, she who dominated this part of the world, the great queen, the goddess of winter and summer, the woman who revived every year at the first caress of the sun and the kiss of love from humanity?

    The music was within me, and the People of Peace were dancing. They were neither human nor spiritual; they were both. They were peace of mind and the peace of belonging; they were everything that mattered, not wealth or conquest, not power or domination. They were acceptance and equality, presided over by An Cailleach, the veiled one, the one with a secret, the queen of the Daoine Sidhe.

    'Welcome,' the words said.

    'Welcome,' the People of Peace echoed.

    'Welcome home to acceptance and peace.'

    I saw her sitting on a throne of glittering granite, smiling to me through hazel eyes with her small ears slightly pointed and her hand extended in welcome. I stepped forward, gliding through the People as the music rose to a crescendo within my mind.

    'Welcome,' Christine said.

    The man with the kindly eyes stood at Christine's back. Dressed in ecclesiastical garb from the past, if such a term was correct in such a timeless environment, he appeared relaxed and content. We were of the same blood and bore the same name.

    'Welcome to my kin,' said the Reverend Robert Kirk.

    'Welcome to my most particular friend' said the Queen of the People of Peace.

    'I am home,' I said and I did not wish to be anywhere else in the whole world. I allowed the music and love and sense of belonging to flow around me and enter in me. 'I am home,' I repeated.

    The granite began to shake. The whole foundation of my world altered as something dragged me away from that magical place. I struggled and fought to return, reaching out to grasp the Queen's welcoming hand. The music faded, the light died, the warmth dissipated, the acceptance vanished, the sense of belonging altered to one of familiar cold alienation. I was back in Tigh-na-Beiste with the rain smearing the grimy windows and the chair hard under my unfashionably ample backside.

    'Brenda!' Christine's voice was in my ears. 'Brenda! Come back!'

    I opened my eyes. 'Christine? Where am I?'

    Concern filled Christine's eyes. 'I thought I had lost you!' Christine did not relinquish my shoulder. I took hold of her hand, grasping at hope, trying to retain some memory of that place of hope.

    'You were right,' I said, still confused. 'You were right about the Reverend Kirk.'

    'Never mind that now. We have to get out of here.'

    'Why?' Only then did I smell the smoke. 'What's happening?'

    'The house is on fire. Either a spark from the fire hit the wooden floor, or a draught knocked down the candle. Come on, Brenda.' Christine's voice was urgent.

    I struggled to return to sordid reality and fastened on one fact. 'You came to save me.'

    'Of course, I did. You're my friend. Come on, Brenda!'

    Clinging to Christine's hand, I staggered across the room, with my mind fastening onto her words. 'You're my friend'. The floorboards were ablaze, with smoke choking my throat and stinging my eyes. Breathing was difficult. I coughed and slipped, with Christine hauling me along. The door of the doom was on fire, orange-yellow flames licking around the handle and the hinges.

    I coughed, choking, remembering Lorna's death struggle. Would we die in here? Would this be the end? I preferred the languid dream of the Reverend Kirk's world to this nightmare of substance.

    'Take a step back,' Christine was in control. 'The fire is weakening the door.' She coughed and continued with tears streaming from her eyes. 'If we both charge at it we might break it down.'

    I nodded, unable to speak, unwilling to accept this world after my brief visit to the other.

    'On three.' Christine looked at me and, amazingly, she smiled. 'We'll do it together, Brenda!'

    'Together,' I said.

    'One, two and three!'

    We jumped forward, hitting the door with a mighty wallop. Either Christine was correct, and the fire had damaged the door, or age had weakened the wood, but we crashed through and into the landing outside. Smoke and flames greeted us down the stairs and in the lobby.

    'Rescue the rucksacks,' Christine croaked, for we had piled the rucksacks outside the living room. Opening the front door, we threw all we could outside until the heat and smoke grew too intense and forced us away. We staggered, gasping as the flames roared around Tigh-na-Beiste, burning the body of Lorna, consuming the evil of that fearful place.

    We lay together, side by side on the damp earth with the heat of the burning building behind us. Stretching out my arm, I touched Christine's hand. She gripped my fingers, wordless.

    'What now?' I looked toward An Cailleach. The first glow of dawn touched her face, lighting her summit like a beacon. 'Christine,' I said, and stopped. I was not sure what I wished to say.

    'I'm here.' Christine said.

    I touched her arm, relieved to find that she was flesh and blood. In this terrible peninsula of deceptions and nightmares, I was unsure what to believe and what to discard.

    'We're not alone.' Christine said.

    I felt the sick slide of dread. 'What is it this time, Christine? What horror has that house devised next?'

    'It's all right, Brenda,' Christine reassured me. 'Look out to sea.'

    I saw the lights offshore. 'A fishing boat,' I said.

    'We'll see.' Standing up, Christina stepped away from the burning building and sat on the drystane dyke that surrounded the garden. Even smoke-blackened and with her hair a tangle around her head, she seemed quite composed. I joined her, coughing in the smoke as the fire consumed the evil that had been Tigh-na- Beiste.

    We sat side-by-side as the sun gradually slid up the sky, bringing light, warmth and colour to the world. I said nothing. My mind was busy with what had happened the previous night. Had I murdered all these women? What had it all meant? I did not know. I only knew that I ached to return to that place where I had felt so welcome.

    'Here she comes.' Christina said. 'She's a yacht, not a fishing boat.'

    'A yacht? That's unusual.' I looked up as the sun caught the brilliant white paintwork of the one-masted sloop. She slipped close inshore with a dinghy towing behind her and her name in simple black letters painted on her bow. Luceo non Uro.

    'Luceo non Uro,' I said. 'That's a strange name.'

    'I shine not burn,' Christine said. 'It's the motto of Clan Mackenzie.'

    'Trust you to know that,' I tried to smile.

    'Did Major Mackenzie not say that his wife was sailing around the coast?'

    I said nothing to that. I could not remember.

    'Ahoy ashore!' The woman at the wheel was about thirty, blonde, and tanned with wind and weather. 'Do you need help? I'm Catriona Mackenzie, and I saw your fire.'

    I felt the tears burning my eyes as Christine answered. 'Yes, please! Could you take us to the mainland?'

    And then I collapsed.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    I awoke with the scent of clean sheets and the bustle of busy nurses. A brusque sister hurried over to me. 'You're awake then, Miss Smith.'

    I nodded. 'Yes. Where am I?'

    'Belford Hospital,' the sister spoke as if she disapproved of the entire world. 'That's in Fort William, in case you did not know.'

    'How did I get here?' I looked around me. The ward was scrupulously clean, with the smell of disinfectant prevailing. 'Where's Christine?'

    'Miss Brown is two beds down from you,' the sister said.

    'What happened?' I asked. I lay on my back with the crisp linen tucked so tightly around me that it was nearly impossible to move, let alone to sit up and look for Christine.

    'Here comes the doctor,' the sister said. 'He'll tell you all you need to know. Dr Ferguson! Miss Smith is awake.'

    Dr Ferguson was about 40, with sandy hair and a pale complexion. He marched towards me with military precision that his neatly clipped moustache only emphasised. 'Good afternoon, Miss Smith. How are you feeling?'

    'I'm fine doctor, thank you.' I tried to sit up. 'Why am I here?'

    'When you came in you were semi-conscious and rambling.' Dr Ferguson sat on the edge of my bed. 'We thought it best to give you a thorough examination.'

    'An examination for what, doctor?' I tried to see past him, to see Christine.

    'You were semi-conscious,' Dr Ferguson repeated, 'with some convulsions and a high fever. What you were saying made no sense, no sense at all and I suspected that you were experiencing hallucinations.'

    I felt the colour rush to my cheeks. 'What was I saying, doctor?'

    'Oh, all sorts of rubbish,' Dr Ferguson said. 'You were mumbling some nonsense about a living mountain and people of peace and other things.' He shook his head, smiling. 'My nurses thought they were dealing a mad woman, but I had seen the symptoms before.'

    'How is Christine?'

    'Christine Brown is recovering.' Dr Ferguson said. 'She had the identical symptoms you had, which alerted me to a possible cause. Now I have some questions for you to see if my diagnosis was correct.'

    I braced myself for the searching probe to find out how and why I had murdered Kate, Mary, Lorna and Charlie. 'Yes, Doctor.'

    'What have you been eating recently?'

    That question took me completely by surprise. 'Eating?' I tried to remember. 'Trout. Potatoes, apples, sandwiches…'

    'Stop there,' the doctor held up a hand. 'What kind of sandwiches?'

    'Marmalade,' I said. 'Dundee marmalade.'

    'And what kind of bread?'

    I shrugged. 'I don't know. The bread kind of bread.'

    'Try to remember. Was it wheat?'

    'No,' I thought back to what the manager of the inn, Maurice Nott had said a week and half a lifetime ago. 'We were told that it was rye. The only rye in Scotland I think Mr Nott said.'

    Doctor Ferguson nodded with some satisfaction. 'I thought so. I believe you have both suffered from Ergot poisoning.'

    I must have looked as uncomprehending as I felt. 'Ergot poisoning?'

    Dr Ferguson looked pleased to elaborate. 'Precisely. Rye bread is prone to a fungus called ergot. When people eat infected rye, they can experience a number of symptoms such as nausea, increased heartbeat and vision problems, then hallucinations and eventually death.'

    I stared at him. 'Hallucinations?' I repeated. 'Can it make you imagine seeing things that don't make sense and think things that are not possible?'

    Dr Ferguson gave a slow nod. 'That's exactly what may happen,' he agreed.

    I clutched at this saving straw. 'Do you think that's what happened to me, Doctor? I had the strangest of visions.'

    The doctor nodded again. 'I am certain you suffered from ergot poisoning, which leads to hallucinations.'

    I closed my eyes. Oh, thank God. There was no witch-mountain, no co-walker, no Washerwoman at the Ford. All these things had been hallucinations. I had not murdered Mary or Kate, I had not enticed Charlie or Lorna to their deaths. I felt the slow tears burning my eyes.

    'You are safe now,' the doctor said. 'We'll keep you in hospital for a few days to allow the ergot to clear from your system and you'll be right as rain.'

    I shook my head. 'No, doctor,' I said. 'You don't understand. Most of our party died. Kate Gordon, Lorna Menzies, Charlotte Gunn and Mary Ablach. They're all dead.'

    'Miss Brown gave me a full account of your terrible experiences. I was sorry to hear about the deaths of course,' Dr Ferguson said, 'if not surprised. They will also have endured their own hallucinations.' He stood up. 'Well, Miss Smith, at least you're safe in hospital. I hear that there is a party going across to recover the bodies of your friends.'

    'Thank you, doctor.' I lay back in the bed. Ergot poisoning. All that happened had been due to hallucinations caused by a fungus on the rye bread. The delusions must have affected us in different ways so that we saw or imagined that we saw things that were important to us personally. Such a little thing, a fungus in bread given to us by the Inn as a peace offering, yet it had caused the deaths of four good women. Did that mean I had not murdered my colleagues? Did that mean I had never visited that place of incredible peace where I had felt so much at home?

    I did not know. It had seemed so real at the time. I felt the tears burn my eyes at the thought of my companions being dead, yet I was also immensely relieved that I had not killed them. I was not a monster.

    Looking sideways, I saw Christine lying quietly on her bed. When she smiled at me, I knew that everything would be all right. I watched her for a few moments as the light from the tall windows fell on her slightly pointed ears.

    Christine stuck out her tongue. 'It's all right, Brenda,' she said. 'You'll never be alone again. Whatever happens, we'll always be together.'

    Comfortable warmth spread over me as I lay back in bed. When I looked out of the window, I saw a pair of eagles spiralling upwards into the sky; my guardian eagles, looking after me as they had been for millennia. Everything was right with the world; I would never be alone again.
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    Much of the background to this story is based on Scottish folklore and legend, with slices of factual history where required. Scottish folklore has the Washerwoman at the Ford and the Caoineag, as well as mermaids and witches. The story of the Badenoch witches was taken from folklore, although I added the part where the witches, as eagles turned into mountains. However, there are many hills with the name of An Cailleach, meaning old woman or hag throughout the Scottish Highlands including one in Badenoch.

    The name An Cailleach may also mean 'veiled one' and could refer to somebody from a different world, the world of the supernatural. In old Gaelic tales, the Cailleach was often Cailleach Bheur, the blue-faced hag or the goddess of winter. She appeared, or was reborn at Samhain, now Halloween, and brought snow, until Brigit, the spirit of spring removed her. In Ireland, Cailleach Bheare was the home of the dead, where the Cailleach wore out a succession of husbands while she enjoyed eternal life.

    The use of rowan wood and rowan berries to protect against evil was a common practice in old Scotland, and many old farm steadings, clachans and cottages have a rowan tree planted nearby. The Moray cottage in which I spent many years has a rowan tree in the back garden.

    The Reverend Robert Kirk was a real person, a late 17th-century intellectual who translated the Bible into Gaelic. His beliefs and actions are as described in the book, while his book about fairies is often regarded as a classic in the genre.

    The Highland Clearances were one of the darkest episodes in Scottish History. It was a time that included forced evictions when the landowners, often clan chiefs, removed their tenants to make way for sheep, which made more money. Some of the mass evictions involved extreme violence, with entire communities forced onto ships and sent abroad. Many people even today, are still bitter about events that emptied many inland glens.

    Finally, there is the cave in the hidden corrie and the accounts of human sacrifice. Although that particular cave is fictional, it is based on the Sculptor's Cave on the Moray coast where children's heads were placed on posts. Sacrifice to water spirits seems to have happened in various places in the Celtic world, including, perhaps at the Dour Water at Aberdour, where there are legends of human sacrifice near a fairy hill.

     
      
      Helen Susan Swift, Moray, Aberdeen and Sutherland, Scotland, 2018
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      Bein – mountain, hill

      Burn – stream, often fast flowing down a hill

      Caoineag - Scottish version of the banshee

      Clach – stone

      Clachan – a small settlement in the Highlands

      Clach gorm – blue stone

      Deisil – sunwise, right handed and lucky

      Drizzle- fine persistent rain, common in Scotland

      Drystane dyke – wall fashioned from stones without mortar. Making these walls is a rare skill and thousands of miles of them cross the hills and fields of Scotland.

      Gaelic – the language of Highland Scotland. One of the most ancient languages of Europe, it was once spoken over much of the country but is now confined to the Outer Hebrides, although the present Scottish government are making efforts for its preservation.

      Gabhar adhaire – snipe, literally air goat

      Ghlo – mist

      Gin ye daur – 'if you dare' or 'go on, I dare you'. The motto of the most ancient and noble Order of the Thistle and also of 603 City of Edinburgh squadron Royal Auxiliary Air Force which helped shoot down the first German bomber over Britain when the Luftwaffe raided the Firth of Forth in September 1939.

      Glaistig - or green lady, often the guardian spirit of the family. Usually a long-dead ancestress.

      Kisimuil's Galley – 16th century song from the isle of Barra. It celebrates MacNeil of Barra, who was a famous or infamous pirate.

      Loch – Lake

      Lochan – small loch

      Lum- flue of a chimney

      Munro –Scottish mountain over 3000 feet high

      Peat bog – area of ground composed largely of liquid peat. It is not advisable to try and walk across, especially after rain.

      Tuaithiuil – opposite of deisil, also known as widdershins, the way of evil, unlucky.

      Whaup – Scottish name for the curlew
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      “The whole city leads a double existence.”

      Robert Louis Stevenson

     

    

    

     
      
      “It is quite lovely – bits of it.”

      Oscar Wilde

     

    

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       PRELUDE

      

     

    

   

    
    I sit here in the dim candlelight, with the remainder of my life steadily ticking away.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    As I sit, I ponder. A clock is a very sinister machine as it slowly marks the passage of one’s life, with every tick a second less to live, every trembling movement of the hand informing the watcher that he has used up more of his allotted span.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    My clock sits in the corner of the room. Tall as a man, it has the maker’s name, Thomas Reid of Edinburgh, scrolled behind the hands, as if in mockery of the buyer, laughing at me for having purchased the object that counts down what remains of my life. I watch it through narrowed eyes, aware of the exact second it will stop, aware of the implications and now aware of the reasons.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    Shadows flit outside this room, moving around in this cursed house, silent as the ghosts of the long-dead and the recently departed. I know the shadows are gathering for me. I was responsible for some, while others existed many years before my time, although in a different place in this dark city. I must wait, aching my life away, knowing how long I have.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    There it is again, that sonorous whirr of machinery, that inexorable mechanical hum that does not care about the frail man who sits in the room, fearful of every sound, jumping at every soft scuff of feet in the street outside, every voice raised in drunken debauchery. I am numb to every sensation except fear, and cannot welcome death as a relief, for I know what must come next.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    The candle is burning low now, pooling a gradually decreasing circle of yellow light across the table. I should start another before I have to sit in the dark with my thoughts and memories. At one time, I had servants to perform such tasks for me. Now I am alone as my candle comes to an end. See? The flame gutters, flicking this way and that in this draughty room. The sounds outside are fading as the city retires to sleep. Only the night-prowlers are out, those half-human denizens of the dark closes, these predatory creatures who thrive on the weaknesses of their fellow beings, who prey on the vacillating, the foolish and the uncontrolled. I pity them, for they are without pity, as was I, God help me.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    The candle is about gone, the flame little more than a memory, the smell of melted tallow thick in the room. The dying flame is shining red through the dregs of my claret, reflecting from the cut-crystal in a hundred different patterns, throwing a scarlet glow across the document on which I write. It is like spreading blood, that light, a suitable colour for the paper on which I will inscribe an account of what brought me to this pass.

    Tick, tock, tick, tock.

    I need more light. I cannot see to guide my pen, my old-fashioned, inexpensive goose-wing quill, across the page. I have to put flame to another candle, a dozen candles, although no amount of light can chase away the darkness that crouches at the periphery of this room and in all the rooms of this house. No flame can clear the shadows from my memory, and light will reflect from that hideous white object that grins and rattles at me always from its position opposite my desk. I have brought myself to this state, and only I can atone for my actions.

    Tick, tock, tick.

    I must have light. I scramble feverishly to apply a flame to all the candles I can find, gather my papers and place them on the desk to my left, fill my inkwell and sharpen the tip of my pen before leaving the penknife at my side. To some, a penknife may be a potential weapon, but no weapon can defend me now. The candlelight grows, fever-bright, expelling all external darkness without easing my torment in the slightest.

    Tick, tock, tick.

    I begin to write, in the hope that somebody, anybody, will read this and perhaps understand what I have done. Maybe somebody will forgive me. Perhaps.

    Tick, tock.

    Oh, dear God in heaven help me.
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      Edinburgh April 1825

     

    

    “Your name, sir?” Mrs MacHardy frowned at me from outside the closed door of the house. A big, busty woman, she stood with her arms akimbo, as if daring me to give a name that was not my own.

    “Martin Elliot,” I said.

    “Are you Irish?” Mrs MacHardy was immediately suspicious. “I want none of your wild Irish ways here, bringing pigs into houses and drinking all night long.”

    For some reason, Mrs MacHardy’s words set the gathered crowd screeching with laughter.

    “I am as Scottish as you are,” I said, lifting my chin. “From Roxburghshire.”

    Mrs MacHardy grunted, do doubt wondering where Roxburghshire might be.

    “Elliot, you say.”

    “Martin Elliot,” I repeated, adding, “Doctor Martin Elliot,” in the hope of gaining the woman’s respect.

    ‘Doctor?” The woman ran her jaundiced gaze up and down the length of my body. I felt she was showing her contempt of people who claimed a medical degree yet who could not afford accommodation in a more respectable part of the city. “Are you one of these wild students that kick up a rumpus every night?”

    “I am no student,” I hastened to convince her. “I am a fully qualified doctor of medicine.”

    “Are you indeed?” Mrs MacHardy was about 50, by my reckoning, with her nose displaying the broken blood vessels of too-frequent imbibing, while the rest of her was sufficiently large for her weight to strain her heart. I gave her 10 years to live, and that was a generous estimate. “Well, Doctor.” She emphasised the word as if my standing left a foul taste in her mouth. “You sound eminently suitable.” Charitable people might have construed Mrs MacHardy’s grimace as a smile. “If you are sure you want the lease.”

    “Thank you.” I tried to hide my relief as I gave a small bow for, in truth, finding affordable accommodation in Edinburgh had been troublesome.

    I was in the West Bow, that curious, Z-shaped street that angles down from the Lawnmarket to the Grassmarket, beset with ancient, crumbling houses, secret courts and half-hidden passageways, known as closes. It was not the most salubrious of neighbourhoods, but a purse-pinched doctor must seek accommodation wherever he can. The house outside which I stood was in a dirty little private courtyard, with a small close leading to it, affording a little seclusion without spoiling my access. Quite apart from its affordability, it was within easy reach of the High Street, Old Edinburgh’s main thoroughfare.

    A group of people had gathered as we spoke, ragged-looking men and women who watched me suspiciously while bare-footed children made a hideous din that echoed around the courtyard. Above me, the ubiquitous tall tenements of Scotland’s capital city rose to a dull, grey sky, with women leaning out of most windows to observe whatever the world offered in the way of entertainment.

    Mrs MacHardy remained on the doorstep, studying me with the strangest of expressions on her broad face.

    “That man’s going to live there,” one gaunt-faced woman in the crowd screeched, pointing a long-taloned finger at me.

    “He doesn’t know.” Another woman, all dolled up and with a painted face, shook her head, so the profusion of ribbons around her neck shivered in a multi-coloured display of tawdriness. “He surely doesn’t know.”

    “He’ll find out soon enough,” a third woman said, pulling a threadbare shawl close over her head.

    “Don’t be a fool, man!” a gaunt-faced fellow tried to shout above the hubbub of the crowd.

    I attempted to ignore the noise as I watched Mrs MacHardy hold the massive, old-fashioned key as if reluctant to hand it over.

    “Do you know anything about Edinburgh?” Mrs MacHardy remained in the doorway, inadvertently blocking my entrance.

    “No,” I admitted foolishly. “I gained my degree in Glasgow.”

    For some reason, my answer seemed to please the woman. “This house is not a bad place.” The old besom seemed inclined to be garrulous now she was convinced I was neither Irish nor a student. “A major of the City Guard used to live here in the old days. A most respectable gentleman.” She patted the door as if to convince me to come to a decision.

    “I’ll take it,” I said, for in truth I was desperate for any sort of accommodation so I could set up my practice. “I’ll soon have this house set to rights.”

    The old besom grunted in a most unladylike fashion. “Will you be bringing your patients here? I don’t want a lot of sick people spreading their diseases around. I have my reputation to consider.”

    I tried to raise a smile. “I will not,” I said. “I will have my practice in quite another part of the city. I don’t wish to mix business with my home life.”

    “Three shillings a week.” Mrs MacHardy held out a grimy hand. “One week in advance.”

    I paid her, counting out the silver from my slender resources and watched her secret it away in some recess in her voluminous clothing. Even then, I wondered at the low rent for a fairly sizeable residence, but one must be grateful for small mercies. I could feel the tension from the crowd behind me as if they had never seen a man part with money before.

    “Here’s the key.” Mrs MacHardy handed over the iron key that looked as if it might open the gates to Edinburgh Castle, let alone a private house in the West Bow.

    The metal felt cold and worn as I grasped it.

    “I’ll be back next week,” Mrs MacHardy said. And with that, she was gone, leaving me alone outside that dark doorway, with my single case of belongings, my medical bag and my hopes for the future.

    “He’s took it!” the garrulous woman shrieked to her companions. “He’s moving in!”

    I was not sure if it was amusement or astonishment that caused the uproar in the ever-increasing crowd. Three men began to argue, pushing at each other until one, a medium-sized fellow with a broken nose and a pockmarked face, smashed his fist into the mouth of his nearest neighbour and elbowed the other in the throat.

    “Enough of that,” the gaunt-faced fellow said, pulling the fighting men apart.

    As the battlers finished the business with growls and vague threats, I fitted the key in the lock and opened the door. I was not here to pacify drunken brawlers but to attend the capital’s sick, be they poor or wealthy, old or young. Leaving the pugilists to sort out their dispute, I stepped inside.

    I did not know when anybody had last occupied the house, but whoever the tenant had been, he had left the place in some confusion. The advertisement had claimed the house to be fully furnished, which was accurate, although the furniture lay around the floor in the wildest disorder, and a man might lose himself in the thick dust that lay on top. Augmenting the grime were the cobwebs, great silver-grey constructions that harboured arachnids half the size of my hand. The creatures scuttled away from me, presumably having never seen a human being before. The house was stuffy, if surprisingly dry, with an atmosphere such as I cannot describe, never having experienced the like before.

    “Well now,” I said to myself. “You have made your bed here, Doctor Martin Elliot, and now you must lie in it.”

    I am not one of these people who likes to sit and wait for events. Instead, I prefer to make them bend to my will, so, removing my coat, I folded it neatly on top of my baggage and set to work. My first job was to throw back the internal shutters and force open the windows, for I believe that fresh air is a wonderful restorative and cleanser. Unfortunately, opening the window allowed in a profusion of foul scents and raucous voices. I quickly learned that there is little fresh air in an Edinburgh close, so densely packed are the people.

    I spent the remainder of that day attempting to clean and scrub the house. I was fortunate that there was a brush-maker in the West Bow, so I spent more of my meagre store of money purchasing a variety of brushes and parted with more copper in buying two wooden buckets.

    I locked the door most carefully on each occasion I left the house, although none of the gathered crowd of idlers seemed interested in entering.

    “You’re wasting your time,” the gaunt-faced man told me.

    “I’ll get the house clean,” I told him, sternly.

    “No.” His blue bonnet nearly fell off when he shook his head. “I mean you’re wasting your time locking the door. Nobody will go into that house.”

    “I’ll make sure of that,” I said.

    The man shrugged and said no more, watching me from the corner of narrow eyes.

    Naturally, in a house so old, there was no access to water, so I took many trips to the pump, filling up buckets and bringing them inside to remove what seemed to be the dirt of ages. The people watched me, none offering to help, and most drawing back to create a corridor of humanity on my journey between house and pump. Despite the words of the gaunt-faced man, I had feared that leaving the door open would be an invitation for the petty thieves of the area. However, the crowd seemed content only to look inside, with strange comments in a mixture of Highland, Irish and gutter Edinburgh accents.

    “You’re a fool man, a fool,” an elderly man told me as he sucked on an empty pipe.

    “In what way?” I asked him pleasantly.

    “You’re a fool to take on that house.” He pointed the stem of his pipe towards me. “I’m telling you, no good will come of it.”

    “Thank you for the warning,” I said, cutting half an inch off a plug of tobacco and passing it to him.

    “Aye,” he said, looking at the tobacco as if it was a block of gold. “You may be a fool, but you’re a gentleman.”

    The gaunt-faced man was still watching. He gave a single nod, which might have meant approval, and retained his place against the wall, a position that allowed him the best view inside my house. I marked him down as a possible thief.

    Given the apparent reluctance of anybody to cross my threshold, I was surprised when one woman had the temerity, or the bad manners, to step inside my door. She stood there like a statue, watching me without lifting a finger to help or hinder. I bade her a cheerful good morning as I passed, to which she responded with a somewhat brighter smile than any of her compatriots.

    My visitor was slightly better dressed than most of the crowd, a woman of about 30, with a bold eye and a fine figure. She stood proudly, eyeing everything as if sizing the house up. Allowing her to remain where she was, I continued with my work.

    The bed was sound, but the mattress was crawling with vermin, so out it went, along with the bedclothes. Although I thought these articles might tempt a thief, not one person touched them, forcing me to pay a couple of Irish vagrants to dispose of them, I don’t know where. The gaunt-faced man watched everything, pulling on his pipe and with his bonnet low over his forehead.

    By the time I finished my cleansing, the house reeked of strong soap, and the crowd of interested spectators had increased. I allowed them to watch, as I studied them, wondering how such a diverse mix of people could squeeze into such a small area. Among the small tradespeople were the expected ladybirds, the hawkers and pimps, the scavengers and petty thieves, an honest woman or two, a thimble-rigger, a clutch of unemployed navigators, and a minister of the cloth.

    “What are you doing with these?” the pockmarked brawler asked when I dragged out the final parcel of unwanted material from the house.

    “Getting rid of them,” I said, pleasantly.

    “I’ll take them off your hands for five shillings.” Pockmarked held out his hand hopefully.

    “Take them if you want them,” I said, “but you’ll not get a penny from me.”

    Pockmarked dropped his hand and any interest until I tossed him a silver threepence and watched him disappear with my unwanted rags.

    “You’ll be the doctor,” the woman within my door said, staring directly at my face.

    “That news travelled fast,” I said.

    “Oh.” She stepped further into my house and looked around. “We’ve no secrets in the West Bow, Dr Elliot. I’m Ruth Anderson, as you’ll find out.”

    “Good morning, Mrs Anderson.” My bow was more in mockery than sincerity, although the woman returned it with a surprisingly elegant curtsey.

    “Miss Anderson.”

    “Miss Anderson,” I corrected.

    Miss Anderson nodded. “You’ve made a change here already,” she said.

    “It needed a good clean.”

    “The house has lain empty for a while,” Miss Anderson said.

    The crowd were peering in as if I was some sort of exhibit at a show although only Miss Anderson had crossed the threshold. Even the pockmarked man balked at the prospect of facing me inside my house, it seemed, yet all seemed surprised when I firmly closed the door on them.

    “Why has the house lain empty for a while?” I asked.

    “One of the previous residents was not the best of men,” Miss Anderson said.

    I nodded. In that area, I was not surprised. “You don’t seem to mind coming inside.”

    “Not at all.” Miss Anderson was examining my house. “I’m not from Edinburgh.” She gave a small smile that revealed surprisingly well-cared-for teeth. “I’m not scared of devils or men.”

    I thought that was rather a strange statement, but let it pass. “You’re a Highlander, to judge by your accent.”

    “Inverness way,” she said at once. “You’ll be needing a woman.”

    “What do you mean?” I admit I was startled by her words. Although medical students and young doctors had a reputation as loose-living, women did not habitually proposition themselves.

    Miss Anderson walked through the house, examining every room. “You’ll need a woman to clean and cook.”

    I smiled with relief. “I’ll think about that later,” I said.

    Miss Anderson laughed. “Don’t think too long, doctor. You won’t find many people willing to work in here. Not in this house.”

    “Why is that? Surely one unpleasant tenant won’t frighten everybody off.”

    Miss Anderson put a finger along the side of her nose and gave a conspiratorial wink. “This house can have a bad effect on people, doctor, and that’s all I am saying.”

    With that, Miss Anderson opened the door and stepped past the few who remained of the crowd and walked away with more dignity than I had expected. The pile of bedding and other materials had entirely disappeared.

    I closed the door, for I was tired.

    Medical students are not the most prosperous of men, so I was used to living a comfortless existence. Resolving to deplete further the contents of my wallet by purchasing bed covers on the following day, I sat on one of the hard chairs, laid my head on the table and slept. It was not difficult after such a busy day.

    I do not know what woke me. It was not the occasional drunken roar from outside the house; I was used to such things from my student days. It may have been the strange light that danced at the periphery of my vision the second I opened my eyes. That was some optical illusion, no doubt. Whatever it was, I jerked awake right away and looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings before I recollected where I was.

    When I cleaned the room, I had dusted down the long-case clock in the corner, without winding it up, yet I could swear that it was ticking. Scratching a spark, I lit a candle and allowed the flame to grow a little before lifting the brass candlestick and walking to the clock. I knew my ears were deceiving me, yet I had to make sure.

    There was no ticking. The clock was silent, with the hands pointing to six minutes past six. On a whim, I moved the hands to midnight. It seemed neater that way, although according to my watch, it was one in the morning. My candle sent long shadows flickering around the room, showing furniture that was years, if not centuries, out of date. Old, heavy, cumbersome pieces that somebody should have condemned to the fireplace generations ago. I resolved to replace them, provided Mrs MacHardy had no objections. I wanted a home with the most fashionable pieces my pocketbook could afford.

    I heard the rattle of wheels on cobblestones and shook my head. Who the devil was driving a coach at this time of night? Unable to resist the temptation, I drew back the shutters and peered outside. The courtyard was empty of course, but by craning my neck, I could see over the rooftops to the West Bow. That too was empty. There was nobody, not even a stray drunkard and certainly not a coach, yet I could swear I heard the rumble of iron-shod wheels on the cobbles and the drumbeat of hooves. Many hooves, too, not just four.

    Shaking my head, I closed the shutters again, convinced that either my imagination was taking over, or my hearing was at fault. No, I told myself, I had merely been dreaming, a dream caused by exhaustion and the experience of sleeping in an unfamiliar house.

    The candlelight cast strange shadows, highlighting areas of the room I had not previously noticed and created shapes from the furniture, so that I imagined a tall man standing beside the clock, a man with a pronounced stoop and a prominent nose. The shadows darkened a small depression above the fireplace and revealed intricate carvings in the wainscotting. By now, I was wide awake and eager to investigate my new house. I knelt by the wainscotting, tracing the pattern with my fingers. At first, I thought the carvings were merely abstract designs, and then I realised they were animals and people, and such beautifully carved animals as I had never seen before. There were cats and rabbits and horses, all in intricate detail, combined with what looked like human figures, men and women in a state of perfect nudity.

    Whoever carved these had an accurate knowledge of the human anatomy, I told myself. I wondered if he had been a student of Greek art, or perhaps had an occupation as a figurehead carver or some such.

    I followed the carvings to the furthest corner of the room, placed my candle on a small table and allowed the light to play on the workmanship. The design was different here, vertical rather than horizontal, and abstract, yet still felt as if carved by a master, rather than an apprentice. When I touched the carvings, they moved, and I realised the entire corner piece detached.

    “What have we here?” I pulled the corner piece away. It was a walking stick, or rather an old-fashioned staff of dark, heavy blackthorn, surmounted by the image of a man’s head. When I held the candle closer, I realised that the head was only an outline without features or form, while the abstract designs covered the entire shaft of the stick. I held the staff closer, finding it curiously warm and, to my nighttime imagination, it seemed to be pulsating as if it were alive. I smiled at the fancy even as I noted that, although the wood was scorched, the carvings were intact. Overall, it was an imposing piece of craftsmanship.

    Holding the staff in my right hand, I walked around the room, smiling. I rather liked the feel of that stick. It seemed to enhance my position, somehow, as if it belonged with me. Perhaps it was because of the high quality of its artistry, but I gained a new sense of power.

    I shook my head, smiling at the strange fancies that flooded through my mind. Indeed I laughed out loud, telling myself that I had only found a walking stick, and there was no reason for such foolish excitement. Checking my watch, I saw it was now nearer two o’clock than one, and the day had been busy. Removing my clothes, I lay on the bed frame and was asleep in minutes, with the glow from the unlit fire permeating the room and my staff propped against the wall.
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    “This is Granton beach,” Charles said.

    I looked along the coast. With the picturesque old port of Newhaven to the east and the humped, green island of Cramond to the west, it was an idyllic spot, yet within easy walking distance of Edinburgh. The waves of the Firth of Forth broke gently on the curving shore, with the spring sun kissing the coast of Fife opposite and a two-masted collier brig nosing through a fleet of a score of local fishing boats half a mile offshore.

    “I should be working,” I said. “I should be in my surgery, trying to convince sick and wealthy patients to come to me.”

    “You need some relaxation.” Charles was quite persuasive when he tried. “Nothing beats a good swim. Come on!”

    The temptation was too much. Pushing my financial and professional worries to one side, I succumbed to the lure of the sea. Hiding behind a group of whins, I dropped my staff on to the turf, and we stripped off and ran into the water. Though it was spring, the water was cold enough to elicit a yelp from me.

    “Never mind the chill. You’ll get used to it!” Charles was 10 paces ahead of me, laughing as he splashed through the water.

    “You Hebrideans should have gills and fins,” I said, as Charles leapt up and dived under the water, to power forward as gracefully as any fish.

    I had always fancied myself as a good waterman, for I grew up beside the River Teviot and spent much of my childhood in the various swimming holes there, yet compared to Charles I was a mere tyro. I laboured in his wake, joying in the exercise and the fresh air, so much more healthy than sitting in my surgery.

    “To the island!” Charles shouted over his shoulder and headed for Cramond Island, which was much further than I had intended swimming that day. However, no Borderer can resist a challenge, and I followed, splashing furiously in my attempt to catch him. I did not succeed and was gasping like a grampus long before I came to Cramond, where Charles was sitting on a bank of grass above the beach, grinning at me.

    “Welcome to Crusoe’s island,” Charles greeted me, not even out of breath.

    “Blasted MacNeils.” I dragged myself on to the grass at his side and lay there, face down and chest heaving.

    “We had our own boat in the Flood,” Charles said. “But we men from Barra had to learn how to swim as well.” He grinned. “Here we are, Martin, both of us finally qualified doctors and free of all commitments, loose in the capital city. Imagine!”

    I grinned at him. “Aye, imagine, Charles! Imagine what good we can do here, what cures we can affect among the sick and needy.” I watched two kittiwakes wheeling above the water, breathed deeply of the fresh sea air and lay back down. “We can maybe clean up some of the diseases in this city. God knows it needs cleansing in my area. I live in the heart of the Old Town, the Auld Toun, where the good and the great once lived, and now it is a veritable sink of disease, begging for a doctor.”

    “And you are the very man to do it,” Charles flattered me. “Top man in your class in nearly all subjects. You are too idealistic though, Martin. You need to make money as well.”

    “As long as I have enough to live,” I said, “I don’t need more.”

    Charles and I had met on our first day in the Glasgow School of Medicine, and immediately became fast friends, despite our geographical differences. We roomed together in various less-than-salubrious parts of Glasgow, and both decided to further our careers in Edinburgh, rather than returning to our respective homes. Now we were meeting for the first time in weeks, but without any of the awkwardness that occasionally blights such reunions.

    We lay for a while, enjoying each other’s company without saying a word as the waves surged and broke a few feet away until Charles broke the silence. “I’ve told you your only weakness, Martin. Now you must tell me mine.”

    “Women,” I said solemnly. “Women like you and you like women. You will have to find a good woman and settle down rather than spreading yourself among many women who are anything but good.”

    Charles laughed. “I was doing good, Martin, keeping the flashtails in work.”

    I shook my head, for Charles’s reputation among the Glasgow prostitutes was legendary.

    Charles glanced at the mainland. “The tide will be ebbing soon, and people will be able to walk out to this island. It’s tidal, you see.”

    “We’d best leave before then,” I said.

    “An hour yet,” Charles said. “Are you going to set up your practice from the house?”

    “No.” I shook my head. “I want somewhere separate, if I can.”

    “I have a practice in the New Town,” Charles said. “In Thistle Street.” He turned to face me. “I found a sponsor, an elderly doctor and another University of Glasgow man, who wishes to pass on his patients to me.”

    I could only hide my jealousy behind a smile, although, in truth, I wished nothing but success for Charles. “I am sure that will prove very popular,” I said. “The New Town is the heart of respectable Edinburgh. You could not find a better place to work, and you’ll soon build up your reputation.”

    “I hope so,” Charles said. “As will you, once your patients learn about you.”

    “I hope so, too.” I lay back, luxuriating in the sunlight. “Lack of finances may delay that day.”

    Charles rolled over on to his face and chewed on a stalk of grass. “There are methods to alleviate that problem,” he spoke around his grass. “You know that I was not born into money.”

    I did know that. Charles was one of these rarities, a man who had raised himself from a Hebridean cottage to above respectability. “However did you manage?”

    “By skirting the edges of fate,” Charles said. “One cannot rise in this world solely by hard work. One needs an influential patron, which I was fortunate enough to find. But even then, one must step outside the normal bounds of society and take to chance.”

    “Chance?” I asked carelessly, watching a pair of black-headed gulls circle overhead.

    “Games of chance.” Charles looked at me sideways. From behind a screen of grass, he looked young, with his freckled face, devil-may-care grin and bright blue eyes.

    “Gambling,” I said.

    “Exactly so.” Charles winked at me. “If one hits a winning streak, one can pocket a small fortune.”

    My Presbyterian soul rebelled against such things. “My father called playing cards the Devil’s Bible,” I said.

    “Your father was a good man,” Charles said. “How much did he leave you when he died?”

    “Not a farthing to scratch myself with,” I said. “Father was a tenant farmer at the foot of the Cheviot Hills and laboured every day of his life just to survive.”

    “Pious poverty does not help one make one’s way in this world.” Charles wriggled himself into a more comfortable position.

    “The MacNeils were ayeways pirates,” I said, trying to prick his smug bubble.

    “We were,” Charles agreed, unperturbed. “I am a member of a certain club in Edinburgh if you ever wish to join.”

    “I won’t,” I said, searching my brain for something to alter the subject, for I did not care to think of Charles indulging in the devil’s playground. My thought must have transferred to him, for he shifted position, affording me a splendid view of his back, tattooed buttocks and legs. I had never examined Charles’s tattoo before, although we shared a room when we were students in Glasgow, but now I found myself staring at his right hip. “Where did you get your tattoo, Charles?”

    “In a whaling ship off Greenland,” Charles said. “Last year. You’ll recall that I signed articles on a Leith whaling ship to raise finances and gain experience.”

    “I remember,” I said.

    Charles laughed, looking over his shoulder at his right hip and buttock, where the tattoo stood out against his pale skin. “My crewmates thought it would be fun to have an initiation for the Greenman surgeon.”

    “It’s an interesting design,” I said. “Interlocking lines, like somebody wove a pattern on your body.”

    Charles laughed again. He had a very distinctive laugh that started with a low gurgle and rose in pitch. “I can’t say that I’ve ever studied it! An Orcadian drew the design and somebody else marked it in.”

    I left it at that, for even a doctor does not wish to examine that part of a man’s anatomy. However, the design remained in my mind.

    “Are you ready to swim back?” Charles had been studying the tide with all the acumen of a Hebridean. “If we stay here much longer, somebody might walk out and catch us in nature’s garb.”

    I sat up, somewhat reluctant to return to reality after our relaxing time on the island. “Come on then, Charles.”

    We swam to the mainland with more decorum than we had shown on our outward excursion, to find the ebbing tide forced us to walk 100 yards from the edge of the sea to the whins. I was laughing at some sally of Charles’s when I saw the group of three people. They were about 200 yards from us but walking briskly in our direction.

    “People,” I warned.

    “I see them,” Charles said.

    “They’re approaching our clothes.” I began to hurry, moving in a half-crouch to conceal as much of my person as possible. We were right in the open when I heard the unmistakable light tones of a female. “And there’s a woman among them.”

    “Two women, I say.” Charles did not sound concerned. “This beach is well known as a place where men bathe,” he said. “Women should keep their distance or be prepared to see naked men. Or perhaps that’s why they are here!”

    I was not as blasé as Charles, so increased my speed, yet I had hardly reached the shelter of the whins when one of the approaching party pointed to us.

    “I say,” she said, with a tone that may have been either wonder or delight. “Would you look at that?”

    As I hurriedly hauled on my clothes, the deeper voice of a man broke in.

    “Turn your back at once, Evelyn, and you too, Mrs Swinton.”

    I hurried, even more, covering as much of myself as I could before the party came any closer. When I looked sideways, Charles was casually dressing without any pretence at concealment. I must admit a moment of envy, for surely he had nothing of which to be ashamed.

    There were three people in the party, one middle-aged man, a middle-aged woman whom I took to be the man’s wife and the most attractive young woman I had ever seen. I instinctively knew the younger woman was the daughter. The man was looking at me with a surprisingly benevolent smile on his face, his wife was pointedly looking in the opposite direction and the girl, the one who interested me the most, was staring at Charles’s Apollo-like physique.

    I lifted my staff and stepped sideways to shield Charles’s still imperfectly clad person. “I do apologise,” I said. “We did not intend to cause any offence.”

    “The fault is ours, if anything,” the lady said, still staring at Cramond Island as if she had never seen such a thing before. “I had heard that gentlemen used this beach for bathing but had not expected to find it occupied.” She gave a brief laugh. “I hope we have not caused you any embarrassment, although I do assure you that we did not see anything untoward.”

    As I tapped my staff on the ground, the daughter looked at me for the first time. I saw her eyes widen as she smiled. “I am Evelyn Swinton,” she said with a sweeping curtsey. “This is my father, Mr James Swinton and my mother, Mrs Eliza Swinton.”

    “I am Martin Elliot.” I met her curtsey with a bow. “And my ill-clad companion is Charles MacNeil.” She had the most marvellous grey eyes and I swear they were laughing at me, although they did flick sideways towards Charles for a second, no doubt to check his progress in dressing.

    There was a few seconds of mutual bowing and curtseying, with a curious seagull watching from the shelter of the whins before Mrs Swinton spoke.

    “Well, gentlemen, we are sorry to disturb you.” She glanced at her husband. “We will leave you in peace.”

    “Oh, no, mother.” Evelyn touched her mother’s arm, with her gaze still fixed on me. “We must apologise properly by inviting these gentlemen to visit.”

    Mr Swinton’s expression altered. His eyebrows rose, he glanced from Evelyn to me, then to Charles, and his lips twitched in a smile. He nodded. “Shall we say next Tuesday at five?”

    “That would be admirable, sir,” I said.

    Mr Swinton nodded. “Queen Street,” he said. “The house with the green door.”

    “Nothing formal,” Mrs Swinton said, looking at us at last. “Pray, don’t dress up.”

    “But do come dressed,” Evelyn said, for her mother to award her a sharp elbow and a hissed rebuke.

    I smiled, for I do like a girl with a sense of humour, and bowed again, unwilling to admit that I possessed no formal clothes. As the Swintons walked away, I watched Evelyn. I knew she would turn around when she reached the wind-gnarled elder tree and was waiting with my smile and a raised hand. I gave another little bow, to which she had no time to respond before her mother pulled her away, rather sharply, I thought.

    “Well, Martin,” Charles said. “You made an impact there. I thought you were always shy with girls.”

    “I am,” I said, tapping my staff on the sand. “But perhaps not with that one.”

    “Perhaps not,” Charles said, looking at me thoughtfully. “I might have to challenge you for the fair Miss Swinton.”

    “You would not win,” I said, for already I felt affection for that lady. “I want her for myself.” I did not mention her sidelong glance at Charles.

    I remember that afternoon on the beach as one of the happiest days I spent in Edinburgh, yet even then I was aware that the seeds planted were not all of the healthiest variety.
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    Now that I had a home address, it was easier to find rooms for a surgery. I was very fortunate, for an elderly doctor had died, leaving his premises unoccupied and I saw the advertisement in the Caledonian Mercury.

    It was a strange sequence of events, for I had flicked through the paper without noticing anything of interest, and laid it down on the floor beside my chair. I prepared to go for a walk and lifted my staff, but the thing seemed to have a life of its own. It slipped from my hand and rolled until the carved head rested on top of the newspaper. Only then did I notice the advertisement, as if the rounded head had indicated the place.

     
      
      To Lease

     

    

     
      
      A prime set of rooms in the historic Grassmarket. This establishment was the surgery of the late Doctor Walter Ogilvie and is complete in every way for a doctor’s surgery. It can also be easily adapted for use as living accommodation or any other commercial or business purpose.

      For further details, apply to Messrs Mackay and Malvern, Lawnmarket.

     

    

    “Good God,” I said. “How ever did I miss that?”

    Lifting the staff, I left my house immediately to find Messrs Mackay and Malvern. I exchanged the echoes of the courtyard for the noises of the street, with the clatter of horseshoes on granite cobblestones, the clamour of blacksmiths working with red-hot iron and the chatter of a thousand people. I breathed deeply, inhaling the various scents of Edinburgh, not all of them pleasant. There was the scent of smouldering hoof-horn as a farrier fitted a horseshoe, the sharply ammoniac stink of human and animal urine, the constant smell of human sweat and the sweet invitations of whisky from the publics and spirit palaces that sat on every corner. I savoured each sight, smell and sound like a new experience and wondered why I had not noticed them before, or rather why I had taken them for granted. Life was scintillating, with so many adventures beckoning at every close-mouth and new friendships waiting with every smiling woman.

    Tapping my staff on the ground, I strolled up the street, nodding amiably to anybody who caught my eye. Most returned my greetings, although one very respectably dressed gentleman gave me a glower in return. My surge of anger was unexpected, and I had to fight my desire to swing the staff at him and stride away. I seemed to be in the grip of new passions now, veering from extreme benevolence to sudden, nearly uncontrollable rage.

    The solicitors dealing with the property in the Lawnmarket were only a 10-minute walk away, and the fellow who answered my rather peremptory rap on his door looked somewhat surprised.

    “I was just opening up,” he said.

    “The early bird catches the worm,” I told him, folding the Mercury to show him the advertisement. “I am interested in leasing this property.”

    A young man with a prematurely balding head, he ushered me to a chair and cleared a space in the files on his desk. “Why,” he said, “that advertisement was not meant to be in until after the funeral. The newspaper must have made a mistake.”

    “It may be an extremely fortunate mistake for us both,” I said lightly. “For it could secure me suitable premises and furnish you with an immediate client.”

    The solicitor burrowed in the pile of documents on his desk before emerging with a piece of folded parchment, tied with ribbon and sealed with red wax. “Here we are, sir,” he said, as he untied the ribbon and broke the seal. “Doctor Ogilvie died only two nights ago, and we were notified yesterday evening.” He looked up at me. “I am surprised, amazed that we should advertise the vacancy with such alacrity.”

    “It is proof of a very efficient office,” I said, tapping the desk with my staff. “What is on offer?”

    “The entire premises, including a desk, surgery and a back room with a surgical table, a small garden and easy access to a well.”

    I nodded, still tapping my staff, an action that seemed to accelerate events. “How much is the rent?”

    The solicitor consulted his documents, with his forehead creasing into a frown. “I cannot see a figure,” he said.

    “Try the third page,” I suggested, although for the life of me I did not know what made me say that.

    The solicitor turned the pages of the parchment as the lantern on the wall swayed in a slight draught. “You are right!” He said. “Doctor Ogilvy died shortly after six in the morning and his widow asked that we lease the premises to a medical man at a nominal rent.”

    “How much of a nominal rent?” I asked and could have smiled at the figure the solicitor quoted. “I will take it.”

    “This is most irregular,” the solicitor said. “I have never known a property change hands so quickly.”

    That is how I came to be the tenant of a house in the West Bow and a surgery in the Grassmarket, all within three busy days. I walked away from the solicitor’s office in high good humour, swinging the staff that had pointed me in the right direction.

    Life was good, I decided and winked at a shy-faced young woman before stepping inside a whisky shop to treat us both to a warming dram.

    Us both? From where did that idea come?

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    “Are you ready?” Charles looked slightly nervous as we stood outside the green door in Queen Street.

    I was ready. I leaned on my staff, waiting for Charles to use the gleaming brass knocker.

    “You look very relaxed,” Charles said. “All the years I have known you, you’ve avoided social gatherings, and now you’re almost eager to visit the Swintons after the briefest of introductions.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

    “Neither do I,” I admitted, smiling. “Perhaps I have merely conquered my fear.”

    The contrast between the Swintons’ house in the New Town and my Old Town close could not have been more extreme. Queen Street was broad and airy and the houses were large and well designed, with tall windows, spacious rooms and every convenience possible for modern living. On one side, splendid houses paraded classical architecture that could match any street in the world, while on the other were private pleasure gardens behind a formidable iron railing. The sound of birds in the trees was pleasant after the raucous noises of the West Bow.

    I prepared my smile as the door opened.

    All three Swintons greeted us with beams of welcome, with Mr Swinton shaking our hands as if we were long-lost relatives and Mrs Swinton curtseying low to the ground. However, it was Evelyn Swinton who seemed most pleased to see us, with her eyes sparkling as she approached and her speech so rapid that her mother rebuked her gently.

    “Evelyn, dear, you will scare the poor gentlemen away with your prattle!”

    I laughed at that. “Nothing could be further from the truth, Mrs Swinton. It is a delight to meet such a friendly family,” I said, which seemed to please everybody.

    “Mr Elliot! Mr MacNeil! I am so pleased to see you again!” Evelyn refused to be subdued as she spoke to us both simultaneously, under the benevolent, if watchful, gaze of her father.

    “Come in, come away in,” Mrs Swinton ushered us into the parlour as a calm-faced maid took our hats and coats.

    After that welcome, we all got along famously. In most social situations, I sit quietly in the corner, speaking only when necessary but, with the Swintons, I seemed to blossom. I found conversation came easily to me, with witty remarks sliding from my tongue as I charmed them with a personality I had not known I possessed. From time to time, Charles glanced at me, no doubt wondering who this stranger was.

    Mr Swinton was a gentleman, a dabbler in the stock-market and a solicitor, as I learned, with a small but stable practice in Rose Street in the New Town. Mrs Swinton ran the house, and they had two daughters, of whom Evelyn was the younger.

    “Our older daughter, Elaine, has left the family home,” Mrs Swinton said, and then closed her mouth, leading me to surmise that there was some family dispute there. Without being told, I knew that the Swintons were eyeing Charles and me up as possible marriage material for their remaining daughter. I allowed them to probe as I watched the light play across Evelyn’s face, showing her delicate cheekbones and those marvellous grey eyes.

    “Have you been in practice long?” Mrs Swinton asked as we sat around the table, quite relaxed.

    “Only a few weeks,” Charles said honestly.

    “And how long is your patient list?” Mr Swinton drove straight to the heart of the matter.

    “Very short at present,” Charles said, an admission which immediately passed the marriage-ball from his side to mine.

    “I don’t yet know about my patients,” I temporised. “I have hopes of maintaining a successful practice.” When the two elder Swintons exchanged glances, I knew I had said the correct thing. The Swintons wanted a son-in-law who could keep their daughter in financial security.

    “I know neither of you is local, so do you intend to return to your respective homes?” Mrs Swinton asked, not wishing her daughter to be dragged away to some obscure corner of the globe.

    “I am from Roxburghshire,” I said, “although I intend to settle in the New Town of Edinburgh once I am established. Charles, I believe, hopes to return to his native island of Barra.”

    “I could either return to Barra or remain in Edinburgh.” Charles had not yet caught on to the game we were playing.

    “What is Barra like?” Evelyn asked artlessly. I silently praised her for playing a game of her own.

    “It’s a beautiful island at the southern tip of the Outer Hebrides,” Charles said. “Most of the people are either crofters, fishermen or sailors. But the sunsets are spectacular.”

    I could sense the disapproval from Mrs Swinton.

    “Is there much society there? Theatres, assembly halls, respectable people?”

    Charles shook his head. “No; we only have the church and ceilidhs, which are smoking concerts that can last for days.”

    “Oh.” Mrs Swinton lost interest in the Island of Barra and, by association, with Charles. The day was mine and, in Mrs Swinton’s eyes, I had won the hand of the fair Evelyn. Did I want her hand?

    I smiled across the table, seeing the girl behind her charm and the woman behind her style. I had never done that before. I had never assessed a woman as I did Evelyn Swinton. Now I summed her up and found her acceptable. She would help me in my climb up the ladder of respectability from a newly qualified doctor to an established practitioner.

    Evelyn smiled back at me, as Mrs Swinton glanced at her husband. After that moment, I knew I had found my woman. I leaned back in my seat, strangely satisfied with the way my life was progressing. I knew, somehow, that although Mrs Swinton was on my side, Mr Swinton was less than convinced. When I later retrieved my hat and staff from the maid and left, I wondered how I could turn him around.

    “There must be some way,” I told myself. “Something will turn up.”

    I had never eavesdropped before, yet for some reason, that day I lingered when Charles bid me a good evening and marched away, and I heard Mrs Swinton talking. They were in their front room, with the window open, so their voices carried to me on the street outside.

    “All our money, Swinton? Are you sure that is wise?”

    “Every last penny,” Swinton said, “and if I had more I would invest that, too. It’s a certain winner. I know them personally, and I am a legal representative on the board.”

    “But, all our money, Swinton. It is a huge gamble.”

    “It is as safe as the Bank of England,” Swinton said, “Safer, and with a far higher rate of return.”

    “Oh, Swinton,” Mrs Swinton said. “I don’t like the idea at all.”

    “Nonsense. Constable, the bookseller, is going to rise high. With Walter Scott the novelist backing them, how can they fail?” Swinton gave a little laugh. “Ballantyne the printer as well. Mark my words, Eliza, they’ll rise to the heavens. I’ll keep my eye on the shares in the financial section of the newspapers; you see if I don’t.”

    I tapped my staff on the ground. I was not aware then, to what depths I could sink, but I somehow knew that I could use that intelligence to my advantage.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    When I returned to the West Bow, Miss Anderson was busy at her labours, sweeping the floor with a broom and whistling.

    “You are very cheerful, Miss Anderson,” I said.

    “No sense in being otherwise,” Miss Anderson leaned on her broom to talk to me. “But call me Ruth, please.”

    I hung up my hat and cloak, tapped my staff on the floor and wished I could afford a manservant. “Ruth it is,” I said, again noticing what an agreeable countenance Ruth had when she smiled. “You are making this house look extremely pleasant, Ruth.” I allowed my smile to work its charm with her. It was strange how I had never had that skill until I moved into my new home.

    “I do my best.” Ruth began to sweep again, taking short strokes and gathering the dust in a small bucket. I watched her for a while, with my man’s eyes following the flow and curves of her body.

    “Why is there not a Mr Anderson?” I asked.

    “My father is dead,” Ruth had the most amiable of voices, deep-toned and slightly hoarse.

    “I meant a husband,” I said.

    “What man would have me?” Ruth stopped sweeping again. “I am anything but a demure wife. I speak my mind and gang my ain gait.”

    I smiled, stepped to my small sideboard and poured myself a glass of claret, glanced at Ruth and poured a second for her. “Not every man wishes a milk-and-water wife,” I said, handing over her glass.

    Ruth looked startled at first, but the lure of wine was too strong, and she sipped with more grace than many gentlewomen I have met. “Thank you, sir.”

    “If you are Ruth,” I said, “then I must be Martin.”

    “I can’t call you that,” Ruth said.

    “Then sir it can be, or Dr Elliot, whichever suits you better.” I finished my glass, looked at Ruth through the glass and smiled. “Another?”

    “Yes, please, Doctor.” Ruth tipped back her head, showing an exquisite white throat. “Thank you.”

    “You are an interesting lady,” I said. “You don’t seem upset by the unusual rumours and stories.” I poured out another two glasses of claret and sipped carefully.

    Ruth shrugged. “There’s nothing to upset me in an empty house, Doctor. I stopped being scared by bairns’ stories years ago.”

    I smiled. “I was lucky to find you.”

    “Aye,” Ruth said, examining the claret in her glass. “You were.” She looked at me, smiling with her eyes. “Are you not afraid to live here all alone?”

    “No,” I said. “It’s only a house.”

    “You’re a brave man,” Ruth said.

    “It does not take bravery to ignore superstition,” I said. “It only takes some common sense."

    Ruth smiled. “All I do is sort the wheat of reality from the chaff of popular belief.”

    I frowned, for such language was not common among the people of the West Bow. “You are indeed an exceptional woman, Ruth.”

    I am sure she mocked me with her curtsey. “Thank you, Doctor. I shall leave now. Good night.”

    “Good night.” I could not help my brief bow, although one did not bow to servants. “Wait.” I stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Who are you, Ruth?”

    “Just myself, Doctor,” she said.

    “You’re not an ordinary servant,” I said, and on an impulse, I added: “Stay. Stay the night, Ruth.”

    She shook her head. “That would not be proper, would it, Doctor?”

    I felt the surge of rage at being denied. “How dare you?”

    “Oh, I dare, Doctor,” Ruth stepped away. “What is there that a bold woman will not dare?” She held my gaze, unflinching. “I’ll be back to clean tomorrow, Doctor. Good night, to you.” As she turned, the candlelight reflected from the brooch she wore on the breast. It was in the shape of a Celtic Cross and somehow seemed out of place in my house.

    I stepped away. “Good night,” I said.

    As I lay down to sleep, I saw the hands on the clock. They pointed to six minutes past six.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    It was the next morning that I thought somebody was following me. Drizzling rain dampened me on my journey between my house and my surgery in the pre-dawn dark when I caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure 100 yards to the rear.

    Twice I turned, and each time the man, if it was a man, had gone.

    “Who’s there?” I stopped, gripping my staff, for it was the only weapon I had and that part of Edinburgh could be dangerous in the dark. When nobody replied, I strode back the way I had come, expecting to find some lad waiting to pick my pocket, or at worst a rascal with a blackjack. I saw nobody although I checked the various closes and wynds.

    “Let me warn you, I carry a gun,” I lied, turned away and resumed my original course. Although I heard nobody, the feeling that somebody was behind me persisted. I deliberately walked into a close, waited a moment, turned and raced out, to find the street deserted. The tall lands glowered down at me, with the sightless eyes of windows staring as I scurried past and close-mouths like entrances to unknown blackness. The misery of the Old Town was apparent as the ugly stench of night-soil filled my nostrils, and the scurrying of rats jangled my already stretched nerves. The rain eased to one of the all-pervading Edinburgh fogs, thick with smoke and harsh on the throat.

    My heart was racing when I reached the surgery, and I spent the next 15 minutes peering out of the window, without seeing anybody in the least suspicious. Finally convincing myself that my imagination had been too active, I settled myself for an uneventful day of treating the sick, the helpless and the unrepentant. Although I had hoped for at least a few of the remaining respectable residents of the Old Town, my patients were all of the lowest strata of society, paying in greasy, worn coppers with the occasional flash of a silver coin they had undoubtedly stolen.

    “Thank you, Doctor,” they said, or grunted, or said nothing at all. Some left muttering under their breath while one or two were spectacularly grateful. Whatever their reactions, they did little to increase the money in my pocketbook. I knew I would not get rich in this area. I needed to find some method of making money if I wished to rise in my profession and the esteem of Edinburgh. Walking to the surgery door, I peered outside into the choking smog. Edinburgh was well named as Auld Reekie when the lowering clouds pressed down the smoke of a thousand chimneys to lie thick and grey among the closes. Perhaps the man who had followed me that morning hoped to increase his fortune by knocking me on the head and stealing my pocketbook. I snorted, for he would be a very disappointed fellow, as I had less than 10 shillings in my possession.

    Before the first of the day’s patients arrived from whatever hideous close he called home, I stood at my door, peering around me. In the smog, I could not see the castle, although I knew it was up there, rising proudly on its great rock to dominate the city. I had a growing urge to subjugate in the same way, to be somebody other than a struggling doctor with a starvation-thin practice, counting my coppers to see if I could pay the rent.

    I tapped my staff on the floor, wondering if the man who dogged me was still there, or if he was merely a product of my imagination, already inflamed by the infantile stories in my house. “Are you there? You there, the fellow who was following me. Are you there?” My voice echoed in the fog, flattened, distorted, lost in the ugliness of poverty and hopelessness.

    There was no reply. I had not expected one.

    “Aye,” I said, reverting to the broad accent of the Border from where I came. “You cannae fright a Teviotdale man like that! We’re not scared of men, devils or hounds of hell!”

    “I’m glad to hear it, Martin,” Charles appeared out of the murk, “although I don’t know why you are telling me!”

    “Charles!” I grinned for it was always a pleasure to see his cheerful, open face. “Come in, man, come on in!”

    Charles stepped inside my surgery, thumping his feet on my stone-slabbed floor.

    “Take your hat and gloves off,” I said, “hand me your coat for goodness sake, or we can repair to an inn for a warming dram before the day properly begins.”

    “I am not stopping,” Charles said, stamping the chill out of his feet. “I just wished to hand you this.” He gave me a folded note, heavily sealed with red wax. “Mrs Swinton was good enough to drop this off at my surgery last night, and I thought I’d catch you this morning before you opened up.”

    I took the note, instinctively knowing that Evelyn had sent it.

    “That was a devil of a noise you were making,” Charles said. “Is everything all right?”

    “Right as rain,” I told him. “I thought somebody was dogging me.”

    “It’s this damned murk,” Charles said, touching his cane to his hat. “It makes one imagine things. Well, I must be off before the queue starts to form. I hope your note is good news, Martin.”

    I felt suddenly lonely as Charles walked away, although I was in the midst of tens of thousands of people. Pushing aside the uneasy feeling that had blanketed me all day, I returned to my desk, broke the seal and unfolded the note.

     
      
      “Martin,

      I hope you do not think me forward, but I would like to invite you back to our house in Queen Street. If it is convenient, please call at seven on Wednesday evening.

      Regards

      Your friend,

      Evelyn Swinton.”

     

    

    It was very concise, yet said all I wished to read. I read it three times, delighting in the natural flow of her writing and smooth formation of the words.

    I felt a sudden increase in my heartbeat and knew that we had captured her. We? I shook my head. Who were we? Evelyn was mine alone. Smiling, I reread her words, pictured her smile and allowed my mind to wander to other places that only Evelyn and I would share, later, when the time was right, and we were alone with her. When I was alone with her, I corrected suddenly, wondering why I had made that same foolish mistake twice.

    The surgery was busy that day, with a score of patients, none of whom had more than a few pennies to their name. Although my inclination was to send them away until they could afford my services, I sighed and did my best, knowing that it was my duty as a doctor to help the sick, yet aware that I could never achieve my purpose by dispensing cheap medicine to the terminally destitute.

    I needed more than this life, much more, and I had not yet learned how to attain my object.

    With the surgery doors closed, I opened the windows wide to clear away the stench of the great unwashed, lifted my staff and walked the streets. I made a couple of home visits, gave some excellent advice that I knew would be ignored and explored my surroundings, wondering at the shadow I seemed to cast. Although I wore a long coat and a low-crowned hat, some trick of the Edinburgh light created a shadow of a man in a flowing cloak with a taller, near conical hat.

    On one occasion, I wandered too deeply into a close and found myself amid a crowd of raggedly dressed boys, the oldest of whom might have been 10 years old. When they began to paw at me, I found my growling did not work, and only when a middle-aged woman came to my aid did I struggle free from that dark canyon.

    The Old Town was like that, I learned. It was a mixture of the vile and the genuinely kindly, the embittered, impoverished people who had to claw and struggle just to survive, and the warm-hearted who would part with their last farthing to help a stranger. All the same, it was a place of the defeated and those very few of the older generation who wished to cling to a vanished way of life. Anybody with ambition shunned the ruins of Old Edinburgh and flitted to the refined environment of the New Town. The deeper I explored the dirty closes and broken people, the stronger became my resolve to move northward to the New Town. I stopped outside Fleshmarket Close and looked right and left, along the ridge that marked the spine of the old city. No, I decided. I was better than this. I tapped my staff on the cobbles, with their covering of straw and horse manure. I had not gone through years of penury as a medical student to live in such a place.

    I felt the man’s gaze on me before I noticed him watching me. He was leaning against a close entrance with a blue tam-o’ shanter pulled low over his forehead, and his arms folded across his chest.

    “Who the devil are you?” I strode towards him, tapping my staff on the ground.

    “A man who is worried about you.” The gaunt face was familiar, although I could not say where I had seen it before.

    “What?” I lifted my staff to strike him, but there was something about the man’s calm demeanour that stilled my hand. “What do you mean? Explain yourself, man!”

    “You’re heading into trouble, Doctor Elliot.” The man had not flinched from my threat. “If you take my advice, you’ll leave your present abode and seek another home.”

    “To the deuce with your advice,” I said. “I know you! You were in the crowd outside my house when I first arrived.”

    “Aye, that I was, Doctor,” the man said, not raising his voice in the slightest.

    “Were you following me this morning?”

    “I was,” the man admitted freely, “and there are worse things than me dogging your footsteps, Doctor.” He frowned suddenly. “Where did you get that stick?”

    For some reason, I found myself answering him. “It was in the house.”

    The man’s face paled. “Get rid of it, man! If you have any sense at all, you’ll throw that damned stick as far away as possible and run.”

    “You damned blackguard!” I said and lifted my staff to thrash him.

    “Remember what I said, Doctor,” the man said, withdrawing down the close. “I am

    trying to help you.”

    “Damn your help,” I said, lowering my staff. I shrugged, but the gaunt-faced man’s words had planted an uneasiness inside me that even half a dozen drams and a stiff glass of claret failed to remove altogether. “If I see you again, my bucko,” I promised, “I’ll make you pay for unsettling me.”

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER FOUR


      

     

    

   

    
    There is something eternally fascinating about a fire. I don’t know what it is, although I suspect it is a memory from our distant ancestors when we huddled in caves with only flames keeping us safe from nighttime predators. My compulsion to stare into the fire certainly increased tenfold after I moved into the house off the West Bow. Evening after evening, I fought the shadows of my mind by crouching close to the heat and staring into the orange flames, as if I were a part of the phenomenon that Ruth had created from sticks, paper and coal.

    Each night the fire drew me closer, so I could imagine myself standing atop the lumps of black coal as the flames licked around me, with the heat building and people gathered around to watch me gasp and writhe and scream at the unbearable pain. Each night the feeling grew more intense as I burned within the flames, with the stink and crackle of burning hair first, then the searing agony as my skin scorched and my eyeballs melted. I was surrounded by fire, twisting, pleading for mercy that never came, slowly burning to the pitiless interest of the crowd.

    I jerked back, aware that I had nearly fallen into the fireplace. That dream, that image was terrifyingly real. Stepping away from the fire, I poured myself a glass of claret, drank it back and stilled my vibrating nerves.

    “Doctor Elliot,” I told myself sternly, “you must keep control of your imagination. That’s all it is, imagination.”

    Half smiling, I had another drink, lifted a medical treatise to divert my mind on to more practical matters and sat down again, taking the entirely sensible precaution of pulling my chair back from the fire.

    Claret seemed to ease my mind, removing my thoughts from these long lapses into the unknown realms, like waking nightmares. Daymares, perhaps, for want of a better name, for it was not yet fully dark outside and I used the fire partly to keep the inherent chill of the house at bay. Whatever I did, the house always seemed cold and clammy, with the occasional, unexplained sound, as if somebody were breathing. Once I thought it was the house itself breathing, but that was when I was newly awake and stupid from sleep.

    I wondered anew what that gaunt fellow had meant when he warned me away from this house, and why so many local people recoiled from even entering. Was there some truth to the stories? Some remnant of an old event? A murder perhaps?

    I shook my head, resolved to interrogate Ruth the next day, ignored the innocuous shadows and retired to my bed. Only the settling of coals in the fire and the ticking of the clocks disturbed my sleep that night. My mind was as relaxed as any innocent baby’s.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Evelyn must have been in the hall, waiting for me. I had no sooner rapped on the door of her father’s house than the manservant answered, as Evelyn hovered in the background smiling, with an endearing little gap between her front two teeth and her head tilted very slightly to the left.

    “Good evening, Martin.” Evelyn bobbed in a curtsey, vainly trying to hide her pleasure at seeing me.

    “Good evening Evelyn,” I responded with a bow.

    “You two are very formal.” Mr Swinton appeared on the stairs, shaking his head. “I wonder how you’d act if I were elsewhere.” His stiff collar looked as if it would cut into his neck while his plain buff weskit was so tight I wondered if it might damage his circulation.

    “Father,” Evelyn chided him, “we are not children to be overawed in the presence of parents.”

    “I’ll leave you two alone.” Mr Swinton left with a mocking bow to me. I liked Evelyn’s father with his dry sense of humour, although I suspected he preferred Charles to me. However, I had no qualms that he and I would get along famously after I married his daughter. Only two things stood between us and that happy day. The first was my distinct lack of money, and the second was that I had not yet asked for Evelyn’s hand. Looking at her as we stood in the hallway in Mr Swinton’s house in Queen Street, so different from my home, I knew I could not ask her yet. How could I justify taking a respectable, elegant lady, used to the finer things in life, to such a squalid locality as the West Bow?

    “Well now, Martin.” Evelyn might have read my thoughts. “When are you going to show me your new house?”

    “When I have it ready for the presence of a lady,” I said.

    “I am not made of glass, you know.” Evelyn gave that smile again. “I will not swoon at a house in disorder.”

    “You are made perfectly,” I said, greatly daring, for I was never good at compliments.

    Evelyn gave a gentle curtsey. “Why, thank you, kind sir. Shall we walk?” That was her kindly way of acknowledging the fact that I was purse starved and a walk was the best I could offer her. I thanked her silently, vowing to treat her like a queen the instant my finances improved.

    We strolled the length of Queen Street, with Evelyn’s hand butterfly-light on my arm. I could have been in heaven, with Evelyn by my side and the New Town’s prosperous bustle all around. Only my poverty spoiled the day. As we turned towards George Street, Evelyn shook her head.

    “Not that way, Martin,” she said. “I have a small surprise for you,” and produced a key from inside her sleeve. “We shall go inside the Pleasure Garden today.”

    “I thought only residents are allowed in there,” I said.

    “I am a resident,” Evelyn said, “and you are my guest. I am sure that nobody will challenge your right to accompany me.”

    I was equally sure. Evelyn belonged in the dignified squares and terraces of the New Town, with its classical architecture and upright, clean-living inhabitants. Nobody would doubt her right to stroll through the Pleasure Garden of Queen Street, although they may question my presence.

    The gardens form a peaceful oasis between the austere stone terraces of Queen Street and Heriot Row, a green space of tall trees, winding pathways and a small pond that remained when the original farm was cleared away.

    “This is a delightful place to stroll,” I said, “with my favourite girl on my arm and the birds melodious in the trees.”

    “Your favourite girl?” Evelyn looked sideways at me. “That implies you have more than one. Who is my rival, pray?”

    “You have no rival,” I said, “nor ever will have.” I enjoyed her smile and the way she moved even closer to me, so her hip brushed against mine with every third or fourth step.

    We stopped at a large elm. “Is this not the most romantic spot?” Evelyn asked. “This is the best tree in Edinburgh, with branches that spread out like the arms of a lover.”

    Above us, the leaves were the bright-green of early summer, rustling in Edinburgh’s ever-present wind. I stood still for a moment, savouring the feeling.

    “It is a very romantic spot,” Evelyn repeated, slightly louder.

    Taking that for a cue, I kissed her. Our first real kiss, in the week I had moved into my house in Edinburgh, the capital of Scotland and Evelyn’s city. It is a memory I still treasure, despite what happened afterwards. True happiness is hard to find and should be grasped with both hands and savoured against the bad times.

    I was surprised how eagerly Evelyn responded. Although she appeared to be a demure, shy girl with the same dry humour as her father, I suspected that there was hidden passion in my Evelyn.

    When we withdrew, smiling at each other and somewhat short of breath, I wondered why such an attractive girl from a prosperous background should wish to walk out with me, an impoverished, rather gauche young doctor from the countryside.

    “I know what you’re thinking,” Evelyn said, with her eyes crinkling into a smile.

    “What am I thinking?”

    “You’re wondering what I am going to do next,” Evelyn said.

    “What are you going to do next, pray?”

    “This!” Evelyn said, gave me a push and ran away, looking over her shoulder to ensure that I was following.

    Pleasure gardens in Edinburgh are not intended for such unseemliness as young people chasing each other along the paths, over the lawns and around the trees. Edinburgh’s douce New Town frowns on such public displays of affection, so if anybody heard us laughing and saw us frolicking, they would be outwardly shocked. At that moment, I did not care, and enjoyed myself immensely, surprised at the speed at which a young woman could run, even while hampered by long skirts and looking over her shoulder at her pursuer.

    After a circuit of the garden, Evelyn allowed me to catch her at the pond. We kissed again, within that magical, peaceful place, and at that moment there was nowhere in the world I would rather have been.

    “Oh, Martin,” Evelyn said when I released her, and we laughed breathlessly. “This is such fun.”

    I agreed until I looked up. Only a fringe of low bushes and a wrought iron railing separated the private garden from the public street, and I swear I saw that gaunt-faced fellow watching me from the street outside.

    “Martin?” Evelyn was sensitive to my sudden change of mood. “What is the matter, Martin? Have I said something indecorous?”

    “No,” I shook my head vigorously to reassure her. “Not at all, Evelyn. I thought I saw somebody watching me.”

    “Is that so bad?” Evelyn took hold of my arm as she scanned the street outside the garden. I swear she was ready to do battle on my account, bless her loyal heart.

    I led her away from the fence. “I probably imagined it,” I said, and for some reason continued. “I have had some strange experiences lately,” I said, “hearing things that are not there.”

    Evelyn smiled. “That is your nerves troubling you,” she reassured me, glancing at the street. “You need not worry about it.”

    “I am the medical man here,” I said. “I know when not to worry.”

    “What did you hear?” Evelyn asked.

    “I heard a clock tick when nobody had wound it up, and a coach-and-four when the street was empty.” I told her no more. Not then.

    “I would not worry about such things,” Evelyn said. “One often hears unexplained things in a strange house. Once you get settled in, you will see that these noises are entirely innocent.”

    I smiled. “You are probably right,” I said and tried to dismiss these events from my mind.

    “I do wish you would live in the New Town,” Evelyn said. “It is so very much better than the Old.”

    “I intend to,” I said. At that second, the intention was compelling, and I resolved to do everything I could to raise the rhino for better accommodation. I also determined to trace that gaunt-faced man so I could interrogate him.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I sat opposite Charles with the candlelight reflecting from the bottle and the level of claret steadily diminishing.

    “There is something very comforting about claret,” Charles mused, swirling the contents of his glass. “It is a very satisfying wine, much better than port.”

    I agreed, although at that moment I was more concerned with the effects drinking claret had on me than anything else.

    “One can consume claret in the full knowledge that it helps one’s constitution,” Charles said. “Unlike port, the consumption of which leads to gout and goodness knows what other infirmities.” He looked up, studying me through the shifting red liquid in his glass. “You appear to be in a predicament, old friend.”

    “I am,” I agreed. “I am in the midst of several predicaments, few of which I understand.”

    “You have a practice with few patients, bills to pay with little income and a girl who appears to dote on you, although God knows why.”

    “I have all of that,” I agreed again.

    Charles gave that devil-may-care grin that altered his face from a serious medical practitioner to a likeness of one of his piratical MacNeil ancestors. “We’ll have to do something about it, then, shan’t we?”

    I poured myself another sample of Charles’s claret. “I don’t know what I can do,” I confessed.

    Charles’s grin widened. “Follow my example, Martin, and teach dissection. I am making money faster than the bank.”

    A few weeks ago, I would have recoiled from the idea but now I considered the possibilities, rejecting the notion only because of practical considerations rather than moral. “I am no anatomist.”

    “Nor am I, old friend,” Charles said. “All we have to know is the basics, and you got that at medical school. Get yourself a body, advertise that you will demonstrate its workings and a hundred medical students, plus another hundred ghouls, will flock to your premises, all willing to part with their lucre. After all, why should Dr Knox have all the fame?”

    Dr Robert Knox is an ex-army surgeon who operates a school of anatomy in Surgeon’s Square, attracting many students. I alternately hated and admired him, depending on my mood.

    I swallowed more of the claret, enjoying the warm glow it provided. “There is one small flaw in that idea, Charles. Where can I get a human body? It’s not as if they fall from the sky, and Dr Knox and his rival John Barclay have the pick of executed criminals and suicides.”

    “Why, Martin,” Charles looked suddenly innocent. “I am surprised you have to ask. You get them the same place as I do; dig them up at the graveyard. Living in your somewhat nefarious area, I am sure you can find a couple of willing helpers for the price of a glass of whisky.”

    The thought of digging up graves in some dark graveyard was appalling but no worse than living in poverty as the holes in my shoes expanded. I thought of Evelyn waiting in vain for a man with some prospects and remembered the hope in her eyes as she spoke of me moving to the New Town.

    “You might be right,” I said.

    “You know I am right,” Charles said. Leaning across the table, he gave me a hearty smack on the shoulder that nearly knocked me down. “We can work together if you like. Come into partnership with me, and we’ll share the patients and profits. What do you say to that?”

    I was about to agree. I could think of nothing better than to walk into Charles’s established practice and share his wealthy clients. Yet I could not. I had too much pride to live off Charles’s reputation and Charles’s success. I wanted, no, I needed, to prove myself to Evelyn.

    To Charles with his wealthy sponsor, grave robbing was little more than fun, a little excitement to earn him pocket money and add spice to his life. To me, it would be the difference between starvation and subsistence with, perhaps, a little over for moving up in the world.

    “Well, Martin?” Charles encouraged. “What do you say, eh? You and me together?”

    “I might at some time,” I said. “Once I have managed to make a success of things.”

    “As you wish, Martin,” Charles said. “Whenever you wish, say the word, and we’ll go into the most successful medical partnership Edinburgh has ever known.” He raised his glass. “To success and prosperity!”

    “Success and prosperity,” I echoed and drank the entire glass in a single draught. In the time it took to drain that glass and replace it on the table, I had made up my mind to follow Charles’s lead. Now, how could I find somebody who knew about grave robbing?

    I did not know, but I was sure that Ruth Anderson would. She seemed to know everything and everybody in the Old Town. To this day, I wonder why I did not ask Charles.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER FIVE


      

     

    

   

    
    I walked into the public with some trepidation, holding my staff ready in case of a sudden assault. It was situated in a quiet corner of World’s End Close and the sign above was ill-spelt and faded, but promised “the best in ales and wines”. The clientele watched me enter, narrow-eyed people with haggard faces, some working men and women drinking away their cares, others from the criminal class, seeking an opportunity to prey on their fellows, and a few ladies of the street. One of the latter eyed me, calculating if I were a possible client. I resolved to stay as far as possible from her. Ordering a whisky, I slid on to a bench in the corner nearest the door, wondering what to do next.

    The barmaid leaned over me, smelling of smoke. “You’re an unfamiliar face,” she said, not unfriendly.

    “I’m new to the city,” I replied, sipping at the whisky, nearly choking at the bite. It was some kill-me-deadly distillation from a hill-still, I guessed, and I doubted it had paid any duty.

    “I can tell that.” The woman had a broad Edinburgh accent.

    “I’m looking for a man named Sandy,” I said.

    “Lots of men with that name,” the barmaid said. “Does he have a surname?”

    “Sandy Tait,” I said. “Somebody told me he comes in here.”

    “I’ll ask around,” the barmaid said. “I’ll tell you if he comes in.” She moved to another customer, spoke briefly to one of the flashtails and returned to her position behind the counter. I laid my staff on the battered table-top, leaned back on the wall and waited without much hope.

    I sat still as more people crowded into the single room, some of whom I recognised. The pockmarked man who had fought outside my door was there, crouched over a jug of whisky and a thick glass that he seemed desperate to fill and empty as quickly as he could. As the night wore on, the noise level rose, and a brightly-dressed flashtail pushed through the crowd to my side.

    “Are you the man looking for Sandy?” She was remarkably good looking underneath her face paint, while her tawdry-flash clothes detracted from rather than improved her appearance.

    “I am he,” I answered gravely, making space for the woman to sit beside me.

    “I can take you to Sandy.” The woman sat down, pressing her hip against mine. “It will cost you a drink.”

    “And worth the price.” I signalled to the barmaid, who jostled towards us with her jug. “A whisky for the lady,” I said. “Fill her glass to the brim.” I paid with a flourish, hoping to be thought generous.

    “My name is Jenny,” the prostitute said.

    “Good evening, Jenny. My name is Martin.” I bowed from my seat.

    “Oh!” Jenny smiled. “You are a proper gentleman!” She gurgled her whisky. “Would you like me to take you to Sandy?”

    “I would like that,” I said. “I was told he might be in here.”

    Jenny shook her head. “He’s not here today. Come on then, and I’ll show you.”

    “You are a very kind lady.” I followed as Jenny made for the door, glancing over her shoulder to ensure that I was following her.

    The World’s End Close was busy as Jenny led me down the steep slope to the Cowgate, with the buildings deteriorating with every yard we walked. She stopped to wave to another of her kind, a woman in her thirties with a narrow face. “Katie, I’m taking my friend Martin to Sandy Tait’s place.”

    “I’ll come along too,” Katie said, walking at my other side and exhaling enough whisky fumes to start a distillery. “I know Sandy well.”

    Side-by-side, we walked into the Cowgate, a narrow, nearly canyon-like street that ran parallel to the High Street at a lower level. At one time, the Cowgate had been the prosperous part of the city, but it had fallen on hard times. Now it was a back-slum comparable to the worst I had seen in Glasgow or anywhere else, a stinking, crumbling horror of a street where broken windows stared out like the sightless eyes of a diseased corpse.

    “Sandy’s in here!” Jenny took my hand and pulled me into the entrance to a common stair, with Kate a few steps behind. Without lighting of any sort, the stair stank of human urine and dampness, yet Jenny nearly ran up the stairs. “Just two more landings.”

    Four floors up a stone staircase that a hundred thousand feet had worn to slippery unevenness, Jenny stopped at a battered door, gave a sequence of knocks and patted my shoulder. “This is Sandy’s house,” she said. “He knows me!”

    The instant the door opened, Jenny and Kate escorted me inside. I was in a single, shabby room where a box bed and a broken table took up most of the space. Two chairs and a sea-chest made up the rest of the furniture, all lit by a single tallow candle in a pewter holder.

    A man lounged in the darkest corner, with the candlelight highlighting his high cheekbones and the line of his jaw. Although I knew instinctively that this was not the man I sought, I decided to play the game to its inevitable end.

    “You must be Sandy,” I said.

    The man lurched forward. “Aye. Who are you?”

    Before I had time to give my name, Sandy punched me hard in the stomach, and Kate wrapped both arms around me.

    I gasped. Although I had been half expecting the attack, the speed took me by surprise. I wriggled, trying to kick my assailant as Jenny slid her hands inside my pockets with the deftness of long experience.

    “Hit him again, Joe,” Kate said, and Joe obliged, landing a solid punch to my midriff that laid me gasping on the filthy floor. He kicked me for good measure until I was sure he had bruised or fractured my ribs. I lay still as Kate and Jenny rifled my pockets of anything of value, laughing when they found the few gold sovereigns in my pocketbook.

    I heard the door bang open, and the thunder of feet, a succession of crashes and roars, and then somebody was dragging me to my feet and depositing me on one of the chairs.

    “Sit there, Doctor,” a deep voice said. “You should have known better, walking into a place like this. What were you thinking?”

    Gasping for breath, I massaged my stomach and tenderly probed my ribs. Nothing was broken, but I’d be in pain for some time. “I was looking for a man named Sandy Tait.”

    “Aye. I heard.”

    I looked up to see the gaunt-faced man standing over me. Joe was on the floor, curled into a foetal position with a spreading bruise over his forehead, and Jenny sat on the floor, holding her face.

    “Here.” The gaunt-marked man handed over my pocketbook with the few coins inside, and the silk handkerchief Jenny had extracted from my pocket.

    “Thank you. I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

    “Aye, you can thank me later. Best get away from here before that other hell-bitch brings all her friends. She got away while I was dealing with Joe Maguire.”

    I nodded, fighting the pain. “Who are you?”

    “Sandy Tait,” the gaunt-faced man said. “Come on.” He stepped over my staff as if it was something lethal, lifted the candle and left the house.

    When I regained my staff, Sandy shook his head. “Leave that behind!”

    “I will not,” I said. “I’m not leaving these people with any sort of prize.”

    The candlelight only emphasised the foul state of the stair as we descended, and Sandy tossed the candle away when we reached the street. “That light will attract predators as surely as it attracts moths,” he said.

    “My house is in the West Bow,” I said. “I must thank you for helping me.”

    “I know where your house is,” Sandy said shortly. “I would not go there if my life depended on it.”

    I remembered Sandy had not stepped over my threshold. “Is there a place we can talk?” I tapped my staff on the ground as we walked.

    Sandy glanced at me. “We won’t talk in a public,” he said. “My house.”

    I wondered if I was being led into another ambush, gripped my staff tightly and nodded. “As you wish, Sandy. Then you can tell me why you are following me.”

    “It’s just as well I am,” Sandy said.

    Feeling the ache from my ribs, I did not disagree.

    Sandy lived in the third storey of a close off the Lawnmarket, a few hundred yards down from the castle, with windows that looked north towards the New Town. After only a few weeks in the Old Town, I had become used to squalor so I was pleasantly surprised to find Sandy’s house neat, clean and well, if simply, furnished.

    “Could you leave your stick outside the door, please, Doctor?”

    I did as Sandy requested, although with some reluctance.

    “Now then, Doctor,” Sandy said, pulling back a chair for me, “why do you wish to see me?”

    “Ruth Anderson mentioned your name,” I said. “She said you had bottom.” Now that I saw Sandy in his own environment, I wondered if he was the right man to ask. He seemed out of place amid the dereliction of the Old Town. Although his face was ravaged, intelligence gleamed in his eyes and his clothes were clean and had once been of good quality.

    “Aye.” Sandy sat opposite me at the walnut table. “Why would I need that?”

    I had to gather all my nerves to ask the next question. “I wanted to dig up a body from a graveyard, and Ruth told me you could be the man to ask.”

    Sandy grunted as he produced a bottle of whisky and two squat tumblers. “Did she now?” When he stared across the table at me, I saw dark shadows behind his intelligent eyes. “Why would you want a corpse, Doctor? Can’t you just wait for one of your patients to die?”

    About to give an angry retort, I remembered that Sandy had rescued me and smiled instead. “I am not that sort of doctor,” I said. “Could you help me?”

    After pouring out two generous glasses of whisky, Sandy nodded. “I can. It will take another man and some organising, tools, a fresh body, somewhere to deposit the corpse, and a route between the graveyard and the depositary.”

    “Yes.” I had not thought of the organisation involved.

    “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for deaths and burials,” Sandy spoke like a professional. “How much are you offering?”

    “Offering?”

    “I don’t work for nothing,” Sandy said. “How much?”

    We discussed costs for a few moments as Sandy tried to drain the bottle at a single sitting. When we eventually shook hands on a figure, I left the details in Sandy’s hands.

    “Now,” I said, “there is another matter to discuss.”

    “You want to know why I am following you,” Sandy said quietly.

    “That’s correct.”

    “I am trying to look after you.” Sandy sipped at his whisky, with his eyes level with mine. “You are not yet ready to hear the full story, Doctor.”

    “Why is that?”

    Sandy placed his glass on the walnut table. “You would not believe me,” he said simply.

    I took a deep breath, decided I needed this man’s help and kept my words to myself. “Tell me when you are ready,” I said.

    “That might not be long,” Sandy told me, standing up. “I’ll be in touch about the resurrection,” he said, indicating I should leave. He smiled when I looked confused. “That’s what we call stealing a dead body.”

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    There was a sliver of moon that night, alternately appearing and disappearing behind scudding clouds. Together with the fitful wind, the blinking moonlight added an element of unreality to my nocturnal visit. I stood in the shadow of the ancient kirk of Greyfriars for some minutes, gathering my nerve for the ordeal to come.

    “I hope there are no bluebottles around,” I said to break the tense silence.

    “It’s not them you have to worry about,” Sandy said. “They’ve got regular beats to patrol. We lie low when they’re due, and they’re never any the wiser.”

    “Do you do this often?” I asked.

    “About once a month.” The other man, Andrew, rubbed a hand over his face. He was the pockmarked brawler from outside my house.

    “It’s the grave watchers you have to watch for.” Sandy nodded to the watchtower in the corner of the graveyard. “They can be vicious when they choose.”

    “Vicious?”

    “Aye. The watchmen will murder you if it’s a relative of theirs you try to lift,” Sandy said.

    “Remember poor Jimmy Begg.” Andrew shook his head.

    “Aye.” Sandy nodded.

    I waited for illumination and eventually had to press. “What happened to Jimmy Begg?”

    “He was the gravedigger at the Howff in Dundee just the other week. The mob suspected him of lifting the bodies and damn near killed him, so they did. They tried to bury him alive, him and his wife.”

    I shivered, imagining the horror of being thrown in an open grave while a howling mob threw spadesful after spadesful of soil on top of me. This grave robbing was more dangerous than I had thought, and all this talk was increasing my nervous tension. “What are we waiting for?”

    “The bobby.” Sandy pushed me down. “Keep still.”

    I lay with my face pressed against the damp grass, yet a shaft of moonlight enabled me to see a policeman’s polished tall hat slowly pass by the graveyard. He stopped to peer over the wall, with the beam from his lantern probing the gravestones and small trees. I breathed as quietly as I could, with the grass cold against my face, and then the light clicked off as the policeman closed the shutter of his lantern. I could hear the portentous thump-thump of the constable’s heavy boots on the ground, and then he was gone, leaving dishonest folk space to work.

    “He’ll be back in 30 minutes,” Sandy said. “Come on and, for the love of God, keep quiet.”

    Moving in a low crouch, Sandy left our hiding place and ran to a grave near the very centre of the cemetery. Andrew followed, carrying a heavy bag, and I was in the rear with my heart hammering so loudly I was surprised it did not alert the now-invisible policeman. The gravestones protruded from the grass, some decorated with cross-bones and skulls whose empty eye-sockets accused us of the crime we intended to commit. Once again, I wondered why I was here. I was a respectable doctor, for goodness sake, the son of a kirk elder, not some blackguard ne’er do well from the refuse of society.

    “Here’s the grave,” Sandy stopped at a patch of newly turned earth and checked the stone. “Henrietta Brown. There’s no mortstone, thank God. Fate has been kind to us.”

    “What’s a mortstone?” I asked as Andrew opened his bundle and handed out two spades.

    “A heavy stone that the relatives place on top of the grave to keep people like us out. Now keep quiet.” Sandy and Andrew were already digging, gouging out the dirt at the very foot of the grave. About to ask why they were not working at the grave itself, I closed my mouth, aware it was best to leave such details to the experts.

    With two active, experienced men working hard, it took less time than I had imagined to dig a six-foot deep hole just outside the grave. Sandy ordered the loose earth piled up in the lee of two gravestones, hidden from any curious passers-by or lantern-carrying constables.

    “Right, Andy,” Sandy whispered, and Andrew hauled himself out of the hole and crouched low on the ground.

    I heard Sandy swear then, a low-voiced torrent of foul words. “They’ve laced branches around the coffin.”

    “What?” I checked my watch. Fifteen minutes had passed since we began. Another 15 and the policeman would return.

    “Flexible branches,” Andrew said. “It makes it much harder to get into the coffin. We’ll have to cut our way in.” Without another word, Andrew lifted a pair of heavy shears from his bag and dropped into the hole beside Sandy. I heard the slow snipping of the shears and saw an occasional cut bough thrown clear of the grave.

    “Doctor!” Sandy’s whisper was urgent. “Take this.” He handed up the bough of a tree, complete with a tangle of thorned branches. “Be careful; it’s a bloody bramble branch!”

    I dragged the branches away, gasping when the sharp thorns tore into my hands. The family of the deceased were undoubtedly making us work for our body.

    “That’s 20 minutes!” I hissed, checking my watch. “Hurry it up!”

    “Here, Doc!” Sandy passed up another bundle of thorny branches.

    “Cave!” I said, forgetting the Latin word would mean nothing to them. “Careful! Somebody’s coming!”

    I heard the low murmur of voices before I saw the movement from the watchtower. I saw a yellow oblong as the door opened, the outline of a man against the light and then darkness again as the door closed.

    “Still!” Sandy said, and we all froze in our positions, for nothing gives the hunted away quicker than sudden movement. The man lurched out of the watchtower, stopped to light a lantern and began a slow circuit of the graveyard. I watched the yellow circle of lamplight bob closer, lay as close to the earth as I could and prayed for help.

    The man was muttering something and staggering as he walked. I saw him stumble, and as he came closer, I could smell the whisky on his breath. I glanced down the hole and saw Sandy lift the spade, holding it like a weapon, and I knew if the watchman found us, there would be bloodshed.

    Oh, dear God, I said to myself. I don’t want to add murder to grave robbing. What had I let myself in for here?

    I had my watch in my hand and flicked open the silver case. Twenty-five minutes had elapsed since the policeman had passed. He was due in five minutes, and we had not even got the body out of the grave yet.

    The watchman stumbled again and dropped his lantern. The light rolled, blinking on, off and on, with its whale oil sloshing but the wick miraculously remaining alight. The watchman swore, pushed himself upright and stomped to pick his lantern up.

    “Halloa there!”

    My heart raced at the unexpected challenge.

    “Who’s that? Who’s that in there?’ The policeman was two minutes early, peering into the graveyard with the light from his lantern casting long shadows among the gravestones. I heard Andrew take in a long breath.

    “It’s me, constable,” the watchman said. “Jimmy Prentice, the watchman. I dropped my lantern.”

    “Well, pick it up then and don’t be so damned careless,” the policeman sounded annoyed at being robbed of a potential arrest. “Is there anything happening there?”

    “Not a thing,” Jimmy Prentice said. ‘All quiet, constable.” He lifted his lantern and stomped back to the watchtower, still mumbling to himself.

    I waited until the policeman had stalked away out of sight before whispering, “All clear,” to my two companions.

    “Wait,” Sandy hissed. “That constable’s no fool. He knows resurrection men are busy this season and he might double back to catch us unawares.”

    I felt the sweat cold on my spine as I tried to burrow into the earth behind the nearest gravestone. Here lie the mortal remains of James Arnot, it read, rest with the Lord.

    “Right, Andy,” Sandy whispered, and they began again immediately, handing up yet another bundle of dangerous thorns before beginning work on the end of the coffin.

    “They’ve nailed the woman in,” Andrew said, with an oath.

    “Is that bad?”

    “Damned right it’s bad!” Andrew emphasised his words with a string of oaths, each one more obscene than the last. “I can unscrew screws without noise, but we have to wrench open nails. Let’s hope the Lord has not blessed the watchmen with good hearing.”

    Listening to the choruses of uproarious singing that erupted from the watchtower, I doubted the watchmen would hear anything less than an earthquake that night.

    “Give a hand here, Andy,” Sandy said.

    I could only lie on the ground and watch as Andrew and Sandy inserted a slender jemmy into the foot of the coffin and gradually eased it away from the sides. To my ears, the resurrection men made sufficient noise to wake the dead, but evidently not enough to alert the watchmen, for nobody came to investigate the commotion. At last, the end panel came away, revealing a simple linen endover and the feet of a body, with the shroud rolled back.

    “Here we are.” Sandy and Andrew struggled up with the corpse of Henrietta Brown, still wrapped in its white shroud. “Take this, Doc.”

    I helped drag the body from its resting place to the surface and watched in something like horror as my two companions calmly removed the clothes, leaving the body whitely naked on the ground.

    “What are you doing?” I asked.

    “We’re resurrection men,” Sandy explained. “Not common thieves. Taking clothes is stealing.” He examined the body, removed the wedding ring from the finger and carefully replaced it, with the shroud, inside the coffin. “We’d likely get transported if they found us with that ring,” he explained. “Possessions are more valuable than dead people.”

    With more skill than many a nurse, Andy wrapped the body in a long black sheet, hoisted it over his shoulder and stood in a half-crouch, with the ranked gravestones partly shielding him.

    “Come on, Doc,” Sandy said. “That’s us all done now.”

    With Sandy carrying the tool bag and Andrew the body, we made our way to the wall where we had entered the graveyard. I cannot articulate the relief I felt as Sandy tossed the tools over the wall and hoisted himself to the top.

    “Hand it up, Andy,” he held out both hands for the corpse.

    “Halloa!” The shout took me entirely by surprise. “You with the body!”
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    At the precise moment I thought we had succeeded, a host of men exploded from the watchtower and ran towards us. In the heat of the moment, Andy cursed and dropped the corpse. He and I both scrabbled for it, both swearing mightily. The watchmen brandished an assortment of weapons that ranged from an ancient pike that might have done duty at Flodden, to a wide-muzzled blunderbuss.

    “There they are!” somebody shouted, his voice slurred with alcohol, “over by the wall!”

    “Andy!” Sandy held out his hands again, making long arms as he stretched down as far as he could.

    Lifting the body, we thrust it into Sandy’s hands, pushing to help him drag it over the wall.

    “Jesus,” Andy blasphemed, glancing over his shoulder. “There’s hundreds of them.”

    “I’ve got her,” Sandy was the calmest man among us as he grasped the body and, with an impressive display of strength and skill, rolled it across him and lowered it gently on the opposite side of the wall.

    “They’re getting away!” I heard the despairing wail, and seconds after, the terrible roar of the blunderbuss as the owner chanced a shot.

    I felt the sharp sting as something slammed into my arm, and heard Andy yell shrilly as blunderbuss pellets propelled him up the wall. In a second, we were lying on the ground outside, with the corpse amidst us.

    “I got them!” one of the watchmen shouted. “I got two of them as clean as you like. They’ll be dead before morning unless they’re dead already.”

    “I saw one’s head come off!” Somebody else roared. “You killed him, Watty!”

    Sandy, unscathed, was first up and still calm. “We can’t stay here,” he said. “Come on. Can you lads stand?”

    I could. My wound was not severe. Andrew was worse, with blood seeping from his thigh and shoulder.

    “I can stand.” Andrew rose shakily, holding his wounds.

    “Come on.” Sandy threw the body over his shoulder as if it were a sack of potatoes while I lifted the tools. By the time we got moving, the watchers’ heads were bobbing above the wall, with their faces white in the moonlight.

    “There they are!” somebody shouted. “Shoot them again, Watty!”

    “Move, lads!” Sandy led us into an intricate web of small streets, turning this way and that to evade any pursuit. I was lost within two minutes, and could only follow, helping Andrew as he faltered from time to time.

    “We’ve lost them,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.

    “Where do you want the body?” Sandy remained the calmest of the three of us.

    “My home,” I said at once. “It’s closer than the surgery.”

    “I know where it is,” Sandy snapped. “We’re not going in there.”

    “Why the devil not?” I was agitated by that time, with my nerves stretched to their limit, and my muscles aching with helping Andrew. The wound where the pellets had hit me was smarting abominably.

    “I’m not going in there,” Sandy repeated. “I’ll take the body to the door, and that’s it.”

    “I can’t go much further,” Andy was limping heavily, so I had to support him with my uninjured arm.

    I looked over my shoulder in case the watchers were following. I could see nothing except the grimy houses. “All right,” I said. “Leave the body at the door. I’ll pay you tomorrow.”

    “You’ll pay us now.”

    “The agreement was to deliver the corpse,” I said. “That means taking it into my home.”

    “Damn you, Doctor. The door is close enough, or I can drop the thing here and now and shout out murder!”

    I knew a cry of murder in this neighbourhood would either be ignored, or might bring the police with their batons and rattles, and that was the last thing I wished. A doctor caught body-snatching could wave a fond farewell to his career.

    “To the door then, Sandy,” I agreed, reluctantly, “and damn you for a scoundrel.”

    Sandy nearly threw the body at the door and waited, with his hand held out.

    “My pocketbook’s inside,” I said, making him wait as I fumbled for a key and entered the house. All was as I had left it, so it was the work of a minute to fish my pocketbook from the locked drawer, extract Sandy’s fee and press it into his palm.

    “You’re trembling, man,” I said in surprise after his impressive coolness throughout the excitement of the night.

    “So would you, if you knew the truth.” Sandy closed his fist on my sovereigns. “I’d not let Andy in there either, Doctor.”

    “Andrew needs my help,” I said, for in truth Andrew was near fainting from nervous shock, pain and loss of blood.

    The moment I half-dragged, half-carried Andrew inside the house, Sandy bolted. There is no other word to describe his panic-driven retreat. Leaving his companion in my care, he turned and ran across the courtyard and vanished in the darkness of the echoing close. I told Andrew to sit, hauled in the corpse and dumped it in an untidy heap on the floor, with neither dignity nor respect. Taking red embers from the fire with a pair of tongs, I lit half a dozen candles and arranged them around the room before adding fuel to the fire and holding a newspaper in front to encourage the flames.

    “Clothes off, Andrew,” I said. He groaned a lot as I stripped him of his clothing so I could see the extent of his wounds. “Now face down on the table.”

    “You’re not too bad, Andy.” I was more than relieved to see Andy’s injuries were minor, if painful. “About a dozen pellets in your upper leg and shoulder, none of them too deep. Our grave-watching friend did not have a full charge of powder in his gun, thank God. I’ll have to pluck the pellets out, and then I’ll wash and dress the wounds.” My own injuries were paining me but would have to wait. The patient came first.

    “Do it quick!” Andrew wriggled, trying to look over his shoulder.

    “Lie still!” I ordered and gave him a drink of whisky to settle his nerves and dull his senses. I had nothing else in the house.

    Each lead pellet lay in a small swelling, seeping with blood, with some clearly visible and others under the surface of the skin. I used forceps to take out the first and dropped it with a tiny clink into a small dish at my side. “Nothing serious,” I said cheerfully as I cleaned up the wound with whisky and Andy wriggled and gasped. “It will sting for a day and then subside to a dull ache. Not a single pellet penetrated deeply enough to cause any problem.”

    “Thank you, Doctor,” Andrew said, again and again. “Thank you, Doctor.”

    It took an hour to remove all the pellets from Andrew, patch him up and dress him again. By that time, my wounds were aching abominably, and my arm was already stiffening.

    “You’d better get off home,” I said, pressing Andrew’s wages into his palm. “Don’t exert yourself for a day or two to give the wounds time to heal.”

    “Thank you, Doctor,” Andrew said again, clutching his money. He looked around the house as if expecting all the demons of hell to emerge from the cupboards and carry him away. As I saw him wend his uneven way across the courtyard and into the close, I wondered if I should escort him to his house, decided that he was old enough and strong enough to manage without my help and retired indoors.

    I was exhausted after the labours of the night, but my injuries demanded that I deal with them. Propping a mirror on top of my table, I stripped off my shirt and began to probe for the pellets. There were six of them, half-hidden among a sheen of blood, and, by the time I removed them all, I was shaking and the level of whisky in the bottle had reduced alarmingly. Twice I thought I saw another image in the mirror, a shadowy man with a long nose, but I shook my head, knowing that pain and alcohol can work on the imagination. Gasping, I dressed my wounds as best I could, then lay back in the chair and wondered what to do next.

    I knew I had to move the corpse to my surgery, but that was a problem that would have to wait until later. Dragging the body into a cupboard, I left it there and reposed myself to sleep, with my shoulder aching fit to wake the dead.

    It was the remorseless ticking of the clock that woke me. I lay still, listening, confident that I had not wound it up, yet there it was, with that soft, insistent tick. Unable to rest, I forced myself upright and walked to the clock. The arms were the same as before, six minutes past six, yet I had placed them at noon, and there was no sound of ticking. The clock was as silent as any grave. Replacing the arms at noon, I opened the shutters and peered into the courtyard. It was also quiet, with one solitary beggar man sheltering in a doorway.

    Convincing myself that I was dreaming, I closed my eyes, ignored the nagging pain from my shoulder and again composed myself to sleep. That was when the singing started. It was low at first, with the occasional drunken laugh, yet soon increased in volume until I threw myself out of bed and ran to the window to quieten down whoever was singing Maggie Lauder outside in the courtyard.

    Nobody was out there.

    “I’m imagining things,” I said and returned to bed. I heard somebody laugh and then sleep took me, with nightmares of digging up corpses that giggled and smiled at me, while a shadowy man followed me, tapping my staff to a rhythm that sounded like the rumble of iron-shod wheels on a cobbled road.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I had no patients the next morning. Not one, despite trying to spread the word around the Old Town and the New. Forlorn, I searched for Sandy in Whisky Row and found him sitting alone at a table in Mrs McGuffy’s tavern, staring into a glass of whisky as if he was contemplating deep philosophy.

    “I might need you again,” I said.

    “Aye.” Sandy did not stir from his seat. “You’ll be wanting somebody to help carry the body from your house to the surgery.”

    “That’s right,” I said.

    Finishing his glass, Sandy gave it a significant look until I beckoned to Mrs McGuffy to fill it again.

    “That’s the real Ferintosh,” Sandy said, as the whisky splashed into his glass.

    “Are there any sedan chairs left in Edinburgh?”

    “A few,” Sandy said. “Some of the older residents like them, and drunken gentlemen prefer the privacy of the closed box.”

    “Do you know any sedan chair porters that can be trusted?”

    “I know the very men.” Sandy finished his whisky with a single swallow. “When shall they call?”

    “If they come to my house tonight,” I began, only for Sandy to shake his head.

    “They won’t come to that house.”

    “Why ever not?”

    Sandy surveyed me as if working out something. “How many people have warned you about living there?”

    “Many,” I admitted.

    “Well, why don’t you take their advice and bloody leave?”

    “I’ll be damned if I will,” I said, wincing as my wound began to bite.

    “You’ll be damned if you don’t,” Sandy said quietly. He looked up, his eyes narrow under creased brows. “You told me once that you’re not a local man, Doctor.”

    “I am not,” I said. “I’m a Borderer, educated in Glasgow.” I signalled to Mrs McGuffy for another refill.

    “Have you ever heard about Major Weir?” Sandy asked abruptly.

    I admitted that the name meant nothing to me.

    Sandy waited until Mrs McGuffy was out of hearing before he continued. “You won’t believe much of what I tell you,” he said, “but I assure you it is true, and there’s much more.”

    I sighed and sipped at my whisky. “Perhaps you had better educate me,” I said.

    “You’ll know about the seventeenth-century Covenanters,” Sandy said, with his voice altering from the local gutter-Edinburgh to something more educated. I wondered, then, from where he came and what his background was. Certainly, he no more belonged in this sink of iniquity than I did.

    “I know the Covenanters were extreme Presbyterians,” I said carefully. “Very devout men and women.”

    “That was them.” Sandy’s eyes were steady as he looked at me across the scarred circular table. Although the public was busy, I felt as if we were the only two there, with the others fading away into obscurity.

    “Major Weir was one of the most devout of the devout, a veritable saint among saints, a man who dressed in black yet whose soul and lifestyle was as white as an angel’s wings. I have heard that some called him Angelical Thomas.”

    Sandy’s turn of phrase convinced me once more that he was not an ordinary man.

    “Carry on, my good fellow.” I wondered if drink had been the cause of Sandy’s downfall, for he downed his whisky as if determined to drain the bottle dry.

    “Well, Doctor, Major Weir was not all he seemed. He was no angel; indeed, he was the very opposite of an angel.” Sandy stopped for a moment, staring into his glass, where light from the tiny window reflected through the pale amber of his whisky. “He was the devil himself, the incarnation of evil, a man to whom sin came more readily than prayer, and whose every breath reeked of brimstone.”

    I raised my eyebrows at Sandy’s words, for they smacked of something more than a mere retelling of a folk-tale. They meant something to him.

    “What did this Major Weir fellow do?” I asked.

    Sandy lowered his voice. “Demonology, bestiality, sorcery and incest,” he said. “I won’t go into details, Doctor, for they are too horrible even for a doctor of medicine to hear. In short, Major Weir was a warlock. Anyway, his guilt forced a confession and Weir and his sister Grizel were interrogated in the Tolbooth. The judge ordered them to be executed for witchcraft, devil worship and a host of other sins.”

    I noted Sandy said sins rather than crimes. “His sister as well?”

    “I did say incest,” Sandy said. “Although she gave more details. She claimed that a fiery coach had carried the Major from his house to Dalkeith, and on the journey, he gained supernatural powers, as well as a carved black staff topped with the likeness of a human head.”

    I immediately thought of the staff that now lay on the ground at my feet.

    “Grizel, or Jean, Weir, the sister, also said their mother, Lady Jean Somerville, was also a witch, and in that period, the 1670s, such things were strongly believed.”

    “They were,” I said. “Not so much now, though.”

    Sandy looked at me through these remarkably clear eyes. “Perhaps more so than you realise, doctor, particularly among those less educated than you, or rather, those with less formal education than you have.”

    “Is there a connection with my house?” I asked.

    “You are living in Weir’s house,” Sandy said.

    I took another draught of the whisky. “Is that why nobody comes inside, except Ruth Anderson? They are scared of his memory?”

    Mrs McGuffy was ready with the whisky even before Sandy finished his glass. She filled it again, nodded to me and filled my glass as well.

    “That’s right. Major Weir, or the Wizard Weir, was strangled and burned at Gallow Lee, halfway between Edinburgh and Leith, on April 14, 1670.” Sandy spoke to his whisky now, rather than to me. “The executioner buried what was left of him at the foot of the gallows there. Before he died, he confessed to incest and refused to ask the Lord to be merciful to him. Instead, he said he had lived as a beast and must die as a beast.”

    I nodded. “That still does not explain why nobody enters my house,” I said. “Weir was evidently mentally unstable. He was no more a wizard than I am and, although incest is detestable, it is not a disease. It cannot be caught, especially after this length of time.”

    Sandy nursed his whisky. “There are other things, Doctor, things that cannot be explained in that house where Weir lived.”

    “Nonsense!” I scoffed, too loudly, for I remembered the clock that moved without being wound, the music, and the sound of a coach in an empty street.

    “Too many people have seen things for it to be nonsense, Doctor.” Again Sandy spoke in his educated, sensible voice and I knew this was no scion of the gutter to believe the superstitious clatter of the masses. “For instance, a long-legged phantom has been seen in the very courtyard outside your front door.”

    “I have seen no such thing,” I said. “Nor do I believe in such an apparition.”

    “People have seen lights when no earthly inhabitant resided in that house,” Sandy said, “and Weir has been seen against the window and sometimes stalking the streets. People have heard dancing, singing, and a howling, like a soul in agony, and the sound of a spinning wheel. The major leaves the close mounted on a black horse, and sometimes a coach is seen, or heard, a black coach and six, as the Devil comes to claim his own.”

    “I have seen none of these things,” I took a somewhat deeper draught of my whisky that time, as I remembered my recent experiences.

    “That is well,” Sandy said, “for to hear or see the coach is a warning of imminent death.”

    I avoided mentioning hearing a coach, or the other incidents. “I am too young to die yet,” I said with a smile. “I feel I am only now beginning to live.” I beckoned for more whisky. “Come now, Sandy, I do not believe that my house has lain empty ever since 1670.”

    “It has not,” Sandy did not respond to my smile. “About a century after the Weirs were executed, a man found the courage to live in that house. His name was William Patullo, an old soldier who had travelled the world and seen all the horrors it had to offer. He looked on any sort of supernatural entities with great cynicism and scoffed at the idea that Major Weir had left anything evil behind.”

    “A man after my own heart,” I said.

    Sandy looked directly at me again. “Patullo and his wife moved in with great ceremony, as half the population of the West Bow came to watch. The evening passed without incident, and they went to bed, only for a strange light to emanate from the fireplace and a figure to loom over them, some creature like a calf stared at them, with its forefeet on the bed itself.”

    I could not repress a shiver at that thought. “Did the soldier Patullo shoot the calf?”

    “He left the next morning,” Sandy said, “and never returned. You’ve already lasted longer than him.”

    “I am a man of science,” I said. “I believe in what I can see and touch, not in the tales old women spin to scare bairns to sleep.” I sipped at my whisky. “We are a hard-headed bunch in the Borders!”

    Standing up, Sandy downed the remnants of his whisky in a single draught. “I’ll see you at eleven tonight in your courtyard, Doctor. I’ll bring the sedan, you bring the cargo.” He gave a small smile. “You will understand when I remind you that we won’t be entering that house.”

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    With the body wrapped in a sheet, I propped it up within the open door and waited for the arrival of the sedan chair. As so often, there were cries nearby, as clans of Irish fought each other in a drunken fury. I ignored the sounds, glad they were entertaining each other rather than spying on my rather more nefarious pursuit. A lone seagull circled above, landed hopefully, realised that the human scavengers had picked the place clean and flew off.

    I heard the cursing before the porters appeared in the courtyard, squeezing the sedan chair through the narrow close.

    “Are you ready, doctor?” Sandy looked around him.

    “Here we are.” I pointed to the corpse.

    “Come on, then.” Rather than the injured Andy, Sandy’s companion was a morose Highland Donald with a broad blue bonnet pulled low over his forehead and neatly trimmed whiskers. He favoured me with a glower that might have been intended as a smile. We bundled the body into the sedan, pulled shut the curtains and began the short journey to my surgery.

    “How much?” I asked as we unloaded our cargo. The Donald looked around him as though he had never entered such a place before.

    “A guinea,” Sandy spoke for them both. “Each.”

    I parted with the money, weighed my rapidly-emptying purse and hoped that this gamble would work.

    “Remember what I said about your house,” Sandy reminded as he left the surgery, while the Donald stared at me, wordless.

    “I’ll remember,” I said, “although I am not superstitious.” I tapped my staff on the floor, planning how to attract students to my small surgery. I pushed Sandy’s words out of my head as soon as he left the surgery, for I had neither the desire nor the expectation of seeing him again.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Once students learned that I was giving an anatomy class, they arrived in small numbers. I kept the entrance fee low, to encourage a larger crowd, for I was competing not only with Charles but also with the famous Doctor Knox.

    I did not attract as many students as I had hoped, for my surgery did not have the facilities to hold scores of people. However, I charged a guinea per head, the men who did come were enthusiastic, and I pocketed their money without a qualm.

    With the blood washed away and what remained of the body buried in a deep pit at the back of the surgery, I counted the takings. I smiled, for although my conscience bothered me a little over digging up a body and dissecting it without the family’s permission, the money would undoubtedly help towards more salubrious surroundings of which Evelyn would approve.

    My shoulder still pained me, and I had received quite a scare. I wondered if I would try that route again. I sighed, remembering the enthusiastic idealist who had swum out to Cramond Island. What had happened to change me so rapidly?

    The reality of life, I told myself, tapping my staff on the floor. That staff seemed warm in my hand as if throbbing with a life of its own. Even the designs appeared to have altered, for they looked less abstract now as if they were forming a new pattern. I shook my head at the notion, wiped off some splashes of blood and walked back home.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    When I looked up, I swear that the man in the mirror was examining me. It was not my face, but that of an older man with a prominent nose, although the features were so blurred that I could not recognise them. I started, trying to awake from what I was sure must be a nightmare.

    The eyes held mine. They were brown, with an intense stare such as I had never seen before. I tried to look away, failed, closed my eyes, opened them again and shuddered, unable to escape from that terrible gaze.

    “Who are you?” I asked, striving to stand. I could not. I was stuck in my chair as firmly as if somebody had bound me with cords of brass.

    There was no reply, nothing except those eyes, fixed on mine like twin gimlets boring inside my head, probing ever deeper into my brain as if the owner had me on the dissecting table and was slicing inside me. I could feel his mind tearing at mine, peeling away layer after layer of my person, stripping me naked before the collected eyes of hundreds, thousands, millions of people. That blurred face came closer until I fancied I saw it emerge from the mirror. The brass bonds prevented me from pulling back as the man entered me, his eyes became my eyes, his mind coalesced with mine, and then he dissipated throughout my body. He emerged again, although I knew he remained inside me, part of who I had become, or who we had become.

    I lay on the dissecting table, alone, frightened and vulnerable as the people crowded round, generation after generation of people, watching as the long-nosed man who was now part of me bent closer, exposing my faults, sins and weaknesses. I screamed at the blade of his eyes cut me, and the darkness poured out, to merge with the greater dark all around. The inner and outer darkness formed shapes, the like of which I did not understand as music and laughter surrounded me. The crowd was celebrating as I suffered, dancing to the slice of the blade.

    “Who are you?” I writhed on the table, peering upwards, until the face that stared into mine altered, the nose shrunk, the eyes became clearer, and the features came into focus. I was looking at myself as I held the steel dissecting saw.

    “You’re me!” I yelled, pulling at the brass bonds.

    The bonds snapped in a fountain of blood, and I sat up on that terrible table with the sweat draining from me. I was in my surgery, although how I got there, I did not know. All the tools of my trade were where I had left them, neat, clean, professional. I lurched to the door, realised I was as naked as the day I was born and cast around for something to wear. My clothes had gone, and I wondered if I had wandered naked from the West Bow to the Grassmarket, and hoped nobody had seen me, for respectable doctors did not walk around in a state of nudity.

    I saw a long black cloak hanging from a peg and wrapped it around me. It smelled of acrid smoke. Grabbing my staff, I opened the door, to step into a Grassmarket that was nothing like I remembered, with the cries of hundreds of people rising above the smoke. What were these people doing here at this time of night?

    It was not night. It was only evening, and I smelt something nauseating, the hellish scent of burning flesh. Was there a fire? Were these people fleeing from a house fire? No, they were gathered in the centre of the street, shouting, pointing their fingers, chanting something I could not make out.

    The words became more explicit. “Hang the witch! Hang the witch!” There was no fire, no flames, only an old woman standing under a gallows tree, screaming imprecations at the crowd.

    Hugging my cloak around me, I hurried past, thankful not to be seen as I began the climb up the steep slope of the West Bow. I heard the new sound above the roar of the crowd. It was the rumble of iron-shod wheels on the ancient cobbles, augmented by the drumbeat of hooves. The coach and six hammered down the steep slope until it stopped beside the close that led to my courtyard.

    I could smell the smoke again, although it seemed to come from the coach itself, rather than from the Grassmarket. The driver was hunched on his perch, looking at me with the same fixed glare I had seen in the mirror, his eyes missing nothing. He crooked a skeletal finger towards me, indicating that I join him in his coach.

    “No!” I shook my head. “No,” for I knew the destination of that coach. I would not go there. “You can’t have me!”

    The laughter came then, coiling around me, mocking everything I had once held dear.

    “I am not coming!” I said.

    I walked without effort, gliding up the street with my staff tapping on the ancient stones. As I drew level with the coach, the door opened wide, and a man peered out. I knew his face. With those stern brown eyes and that prominent nose, I knew it was the man who stared at me from the mirror, yet there were others behind him, one a woman and the other was me.

    I woke with the sweat easing from my scalp to my feet, quickly cooling in the dark of my front room, so I knew I must change my clothes or risk a chill. I must have fallen asleep as soon as I sat down.

    With the images still vivid in my head, I quickly stripped off my clothes. Ruth Anderson had made up the fire, so it was the work of a second to strike a spark and set it alight. The comforting warmth and light spread through the room, chasing away the shadows of my nightmare. Pouring myself a glass of claret, I swigged it down, allowing the sensation to relax my nerves before I poured a second. Firelight glistened through the glass, giving life to the red liquid. I drank the second glass more slowly, savouring the flavour and effect.

    Although I was awake, I could still feel the intrusion, as if the long-nosed man from my dream was inside my head, and inside my body. I smiled, strangely at peace with the notion I shared everything with another.

    The flames were mounting nicely, so I lifted the fireside tongs and added more coal, building it sufficiently to last the night before I sat back, holding my glass. When I was a child in Roxburghshire, it was a little fancy of mine to look into the flames and see what pictures I could devise, and for some reason, I did the same now. I saw a dragon, raising orange wings to fly up the lum, and I saw a volcano, spouting fire. Behind the volcano was something else, something I recognised from a time long past. I saw a woman, poised on a cart with a noose around her neck. Once again, I heard the chanting of the crowd, and the woman looked at me through eyes that were brown and instantly recognisable.

    “My sister!” I cried, and, unthinking, thrust my hand into the flames to untie the noose.

    The smart of the fire forced me to withdraw with a curse, and I held my injured hand, wondering what had possessed me to make such a foolish move.

    “My sister,” I repeated and shook my head. “I have no sister,” I said.

    I spread goose fat over my injured hand and bandaged it, wondering how I could be so foolish. The fact that I, a trained and qualified doctor, had performed such an act of stupidity bordered on insanity.

    As I drank my third glass of claret, I looked again at the fire, seeing nothing except burning coal. I have no sister, I told myself, although I had a clear image of a brown-eyed woman who was undoubtedly not Evelyn.

    Later that night, the noises began again. I lay in bed, heard the laughter of some drunken fool, cursed and pulled the covers over my head to get peace. I got none. If anything, the revelry increased, with hoots of mirth accompanied by singing.

    I recognised the song as Maggie Lauder, a folk song that must be a 150 years old at least.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi' bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And spier’d what was't they ca'd her;

       Right scornfully she answer'd him,

       Begone you hallanshaker,

       Jog on your gate,

       ye bladderskate,

       My name is Maggie Lauder.”

      

     

    

    I sat up in bed, cursing. The room was in darkness, with the embers of the fire dead and all the candles doused. I knew I was alone in the house, for only Ruth dared enter, so the carousing must be outside in the courtyard. Staggering to my feet, I lurched to the window, threw back the shutters and stared out. There was nothing. The courtyard was as bare as a bald man’s head.

    “What the devil is happening?” I asked myself. “Am I imagining things now? Has Sandy Tait’s nonsense influenced me in some way?” I shook my head and laughed again as if such an idea was the most amusing thing in the world.

    Lifting my staff, I retired to bed, where we could be alone. The words of Maggie Lauder coursed through my head as I fell asleep.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER SEVEN


      

     

    

   

    
    “Doctor!” The woman was out of breath and dishevelled as she appeared at the door of my surgery. “You must come quickly!”

    I reached for my bag. “Whatever is the matter?”

    “There’s been a terrible accident.” The woman was in distress, with her hair loose beneath her hat and her eyes wild. “She’s lying there, all covered in blood.”

    “Take me to her.” I closed and locked the surgery door, for, in the Grassmarket, an open door was merely an invitation to thieves. “Calm yourself now, and tell me what happened.”

    It was hardly past six in the morning, and I had just stepped into the surgery, with only a few traders’ carts in the streets and the closes empty. A stray dog slinked past, intent on its own business.

    “It was so sudden.” The woman could not be quietened as she gabbled her news to me. “Hurry, doctor.” She grabbed my sleeve to pull me along behind her. “It came out of nowhere, so it did.”

    I followed the woman along the dark canyon on the Cowgate. “What did? What came out of nowhere?”

    “Out of nowhere,” the woman repeated. “She’s along here, all covered in blood.”

    The blood had flowed along the Cowgate cobbles, dark and thick and already congealing in the growing light. The body lay in a crumpled heap, face down and with both legs at such impossible angles that I knew they were badly broken. Even before I touched the victim, I knew she was dead, for nobody could sustain so many injuries and possibly survive.

    “What happened?” I asked as I knelt to feel for a pulse I knew did not exist.

    Three women stood beside the casualty, two looking fairly respectable for that locality and the third a typical denizen of the Cowgate, with tawdry ribbons to enhance her short-lived good looks and a skirt too short for respectability. All three women looked at me as if I could bring back the dead.

    “It was a coach,” the flashtail said. “It came out of nowhere, knocked her down and charged on without stopping.”

    “Well,” I said, “this unfortunate woman won’t be seeing any more coaches.”

    “Is she dead?” the flashtail asked.

    “She is dead.” I rolled the casualty over on her back and started. Ruth Anderson stared up with her eyes wide open and such a look of horror as I have never seen in a human being before. There was absolute terror in her eyes, while her mouth stretched in a soundless scream. “Oh, dear Lord in heaven,” I said.

    Even the flashtail, hardened by the sights and experiences of her profession, recoiled at the sight. “She looks like she seen a ghost.”

    “Aye,” one of the other women said. “That’s Ruth Anderson. She was aye poking her nose where it was not wanted.”

    “Can somebody help carry her to my surgery?” I asked.

    Only the flashtail, the lowest woman there, stepped forward. I resolved to give her free, or at least cheaper, medical care if the opportunity ever arose. I have noted that in times of crisis, it is often the poorest and least outwardly respectable who come forward first.

    Placing Miss Anderson on the examination table, I thanked the prostitute.

    “Aye, nae bother,” she said, with a sniff, looking around her. “I’ve never been to a doctor’s surgery before.”

    “You can wash off the blood over there.” I pointed to the basin and ewer on my sideboard.

    The prostitute glanced at Miss Anderson. “She’s been robbed an’ all,” she said, laconically.

    “Robbed? How do you know?”

    “See?” The prostitute prodded a dirty finger at the breast of Ruth’s jacket. “See where it’s torn? I’d wager a golden boy that somebody’s ripped something off there. I wager she’s not got a penny on her.”

    The prostitute was right about the torn jacket, but Ruth’s purse was still inside her pocket, with seven shillings and threepence inside it. I remembered the silver Celtic Cross that Ruth had worn at her breast. “Aye,” I reverted to the speech of my childhood. “You’re right about the ripped jacket.” I threw over Ruth’s purse. “You’d better have that,” I said. “Miss Anderson has no further use for it.”

    “I’m no’ robbing the dead,” the prostitute sounded shocked. “That’s not right.”

    I looked at the woman, with her broken shoes and tawdry clothes, the lines of hardship in her face and a life of constant degradation, yet beneath everything, this street prostitute retained a sense of right and wrong. “You’re a good woman,” I said.

    “Good?” Her laugh would have mocked the angel Gabriel. “There’s nothing good in this world, doctor. Not one bloody thing.” With those cynical words, she left the surgery, leaving me wondering anew at humanity’s balance of morality.

    When I examined Miss Anderson, I discovered she had more than 20 broken bones, including eight ribs, two of which had penetrated her lungs. Yet although these injuries were severe, none of them was fatal on its own.

    Naturally, I sent a boy to Charles for a second opinion. He came after his daily rounds, his honest face clouded.

    “A massive heart seizure,” Charles said, confirming my own diagnosis.

    “She was a fit and healthy woman,” I said. “She has no trace of heart disease.” I lowered my voice to ensure nobody else could hear us in my nearly empty surgery. “If it were medically possible,” I said, “I’d say this unfortunate woman died of fear.”

    Charles looked up with a smile, which quickly faded. “Perhaps that is not surprising when a carriage was hurtling towards her.”

    “Perhaps,” I said. “Would you agree with my reasoning?”

    “It is plausible,” Charles said.

    We had both seen death in too many forms to be seriously upset, although naturally, I was unhappy that somebody I knew had died in such a manner. I did not say what I really thought, for no sane man or woman would agree with me. I believed that Ruth Anderson had died because she had entered my house, the home of Weir the Wizard. I knew that if I even hinted something so foolish to Charles, the most hard-headed and matter-of-fact doctor would laugh me to scorn.

    “Did you find out who drove the coach?” Charles asked. “It sounds as if they were guilty of furious driving.”

    “I reported the death to the police,” I said. “A sergeant and a young constable asked me questions.”

    “What did you say the cause of death was?”

    “Massive heart attack caused by trauma,” I said, “in layman’s terms. The police said they would seek the coach.”

    I knew they would not find it. Two witnesses had described the coach as large and black, pulled by a team of dark horses. The flashtail swore there were six horses while the more respectable woman was unsure about the number. The police would never find that coach unless they descended to the nether regions where the devil had carried Major Weir.

    I could not tell anybody that strange fancy of mine, and as the day grew longer, I found the very idea more and more ridiculous. By noon the next day, when the sun illuminated the varied life of the Grassmarket, and the sound of raucous voices echoed from the tall lands, I could laugh away my fears.

    There was no evil black coach from hell. The idea was ridiculous; a passing notion brought about by nervous tension, the superstition of the uneducated people in the West Bow and the ramblings of Sandy, a common grave-robber. I told myself not to be foolish, scoffed at my stupidity and passed the word around to find a relative of Miss Anderson, whose body I retained in the cold cellar of my surgery.

    There was no relative. Miss Anderson had come south from Inverness and had neither friend, spouse, nor sibling. In the hidden recesses of the West Bow and along the tunnel of the Cowgate, from the crazy tenements of the Grassmarket to the decaying lands of the World’s End Close, the whisper ran like fire on dry grass. Major Weir claimed Ruth Anderson and sent the devil’s coach to take her to hell. I found people looking sideways at me as I walked past, and one or two openly stared, as if at a man already dead.

    For some reason, the reactions of other people did not worry me. If anything, I found them either amusing or quite stimulating. I revelled in the curiosity of the masses, walked with a new spring and tapped my staff on the ground. I felt alive with new confidence as if I was a different man from the shy young Borderer who had recently graduated from Glasgow University.

    As that idea grew, I remembered my dream when that strange, long-nosed man had entered my head.

    “Maybe that happened,” I said to myself, swinging my staff. “Maybe this stranger has given me a surge in confidence.” Although I was walking along the crowded Lawnmarket, I gave a great peal of laughter, which caused some passers-by to stare at me as if I was demented.

    Perhaps I was, at that, I thought. Ruth Anderson’s death gave me another body for dissecting; I realised, cold-bloodedly, and without having to dig one up from the cemetery. In a way, Miss Anderson’s death was my good fortune, for the money from the students would come in very handy, particularly if I wished to become engaged to the lovely Evelyn. Yes, I thought, things were shaping up very nicely for me, except for my perennial lack of money.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I looked up from my desk when my last patient of the day stepped through my door.

    “Doctor Elliot.” He took a seat without asking and looked directly at me.

    “Sandy,” I replied as my heart began to quicken. I wondered what he wanted, for I guessed it was not something I wished to hear. “You look very healthy to be visiting me.”

    “As healthy as you are, Doctor.”

    I could smell the whisky on Sandy’s breath and see his eyes, usually so steady, were hazed with alcohol.

    “A social call, is it?”

    “It’s about Ruth Anderson,” Sandy said.

    I leaned back in my chair, trying to appear calm. “I am afraid Miss Anderson is dead,” I said.

    “I am aware of that.” Sandy breathed his whisky fumes over me. “I heard a black coach and six killed her.”

    “It seems to have been a black coach,” I said, cautiously. “I am unsure how many horses pulled it. I have given the police all the details I know, so I sincerely hope they can clear matters up.”

    “They won’t find anything. It was Major Weir’s coach,” Sandy spoke with such a tone of finality that it was hard to disagree.

    “It was a black coach,” I said, “but that was where all similarity ended. Phantom coaches don’t run people down, even if some gullible people think they see them. Besides, from what I have heard, Weir’s coach comes down the Lawnmarket and the West Bow, not the Cowgate.” I shook my head, dismissing Sandy’s theory. “Miss Anderson was killed by a solid wooden coach, probably driven by a drunkard. The police will find the driver, charge him with culpable homicide, and the matter will end there.”

    Sandy licked his lips. “Where in the Cowgate was Ruth killed?”

    “About two hundred yards from the Grassmarket,” I said.

    Sandy nodded. “Beside Hob’s Close, at an inset doorway with a carved lintel.”

    I pictured the scene in my mind. “I believe you are correct,” I said.

    “That was Major Weir’s first house,” Sandy said. “Before he flitted to the West Bow.” He licked his lips again. “It’s not generally known.”

    I considered for a few moments before I replied. “If that is true,” I said. “It is only a coincidence."

    “A bloody unpleasant coincidence, don’t you think?” Sandy half rose from his chair. “The only woman to enter Weir’s house is hit by a black coach, similar to Weir’s outside a house in which Weir used to live?”

    I tried to rationalise the facts for, in truth, they unsettled me as much as Sandy. “What makes you think Major Weir lived in that house?”

    “I know he did,” Sandy looked away. “Trust me on this, Doctor.”

    I am sure my smile was like the grin of a long-dead corpse. “We can probably find some trace of Weir all over the Old Town if we looked hard enough.” I shook my head. “I am sure you are correct that Weir lived there, Sandy. I do not doubt your word.”

    “Doctor.” Sandy leaned across the desk, so his face was close to mine. “I implore you, for the sake of your soul, leave that house.”

    Before I could reply, Sandy left, slouching out of the surgery and leaving the door wide open in his wake. I closed it, shaking my head, lifted my stick and tapped it on the floor. “You foolish man,” I said. “You have no conception of what you are dealing with.” I tapped again, creating a rhythm for the song I sang.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi' bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And speir’d what was't they ca'd her;

       Right scornfully she answer'd him,

       Begone you hallanshaker,

       Jog on your gate,

       ye bladderskate,

       My name is Maggie Lauder.”

      

     

    

    I laughed again, with the sound carrying across the Grassmarket. “Farewell, Sandy Tait,” I called, and began to sing again.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Quite a crowd of students appeared for my anatomy lecture on Ruth Anderson, despite the shattered state of her body. Charles had already informed me that some students preferred to view a female rather than a male body and advised me to raise the price for my lecture. By doing so, I managed to amass a healthy sum that would surely help towards my marriage expenses. Although I had not yet asked Swinton for his daughter’s hand, I knew he would agree, and my charm had already won Mrs Swinton around. It was only a matter of a few words and raising the necessary money.

    The anatomy fees would help, but they were not sufficient, not nearly sufficient to move from the Old Town with its smells and filth, to the elegance of the New. In the New Town, all the prices were higher, and I could raise myself from being a doctor of the impoverished and the few very old members of the quality who clung to their memories. I needed to raise more money to pay the higher rents.

    There must be some other methods in a city this size, I told myself when the students drifted away, and then I remembered something that Charles had said that day we swam to Cramond Island. “I am a member of a certain club,” he had said, hinting that he made money there. I smiled, running a hand up the shaft of my staff. If a pirate from the Outer Hebrides could make money in an Edinburgh club, then I was sure that a reiver from the Borders could do likewise. Was I not an Elliot, scion of a race that was famed for reiving, robbing and trickery?

    I laughed as that other person within me surfaced again, adding his thoughts to mine. I would seek out Charles as soon as I could. I ran my fingers up the length of my staff again, finding them tracing the figure of a woman curled at the base. It was strange that I had not noticed that before. I hummed my old favourite tune of Maggie Lauder as I mapped out my plan of campaign.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER EIGHT


      

     

    

   

    
    “Why won’t you allow me to visit you in the West Bow?” Evelyn asked petulantly.

    I wondered how best to reply. “It is not safe,” I said.

    We sat in that wondrous oasis of the Queen Street Pleasure Garden, with the sun casting slanting shadows and the birds sweetening the air with their songs.

    “I am sure you can protect me against pickpockets and the like,” Evelyn said. “Unless I can defend myself. My father was a soldier, remember before he took to the law. He has shown me how to fire a gun. I am sure he will lend you one of his pistols.”

    “It is not that sort of danger,” I said.

    “Then what?”

    I hesitated, for in the light of such a beautiful summer’s day, the story seemed so ludicrous that I could hardly expect Evelyn to understand. She was a very level headed girl.

    Evelyn squeezed closer on the wooden bench we shared. “Tell me,” she insisted, dropping her voice to a hoarse whisper that would have charmed the birds from the trees.

    Lifting a stone, I threw it into the pond and watched the ripples gradually die. “You will think I am a superstitious fool,” I said as the water calmed.

    “Oh, Martin,” Evelyn pushed me, lightly. “I already think that. Tell me.” She came even closer, with that hoarse, growling whisper. “Tell me, tell me, tell me, or I will pester you until you do and inform Father that you are keeping secrets from me.” She moved back abruptly. “Is that it? Are you keeping a secret from me? Do you have something you don’t want me to see? Or somebody perhaps? A woman? Do you share your very private house with a woman?”

    “Of course not!” I said as Evelyn manipulated me as easily as if I were a child. “There is no other woman.”

    Evelyn stood up, stepped away and placed her fists on her hips. “What, then?”

    “Sit down,” I said. “Sit down, and I will tell you, although I don’t think you’ll believe it.”

    Evelyn was beside me in a second. “I knew you’d tell me,” she said, smiling in triumph.

    I told her. I told her about the invisible coach and the staff and the legend of Major Weir, although I thought it best not to mention the incestuous relationship and some other less salubrious parts. I told her about the death of Ruth Anderson but not about the grave-robbing, or that long-nosed man who I dreamed had entered my head. Evelyn listened with her eyes serious, nodding at all the right places. When I finished, I leaned back on the bench and waited for her mockery.

    Evelyn was silent for a good 30 seconds. “How exciting,” she said at last. “You live in a haunted house.”

    “I might,” I said. “There could be a rational explanation for everything.”

    Evelyn smiled, patting my arm. “Did you think I was going to scoff, Martin?”

    “Yes,” I said.

    “I grew up in India,” Evelyn said. “We saw many things there that people here would not believe. I will not mock something merely because I don’t understand it.”

    I think it was at that moment that my deep liking for Evelyn altered to love. I saw her differently now, saw new depths I had not noticed before, and wondered anew about marriage, not merely to enhance my career, but to have this woman close to me, to listen to her wisdom and watch every movement she made.

    “Although it is exciting to have contact with such spiritual matters,” Evelyn said, “what I saw in India also convinced me that it is best to leave well alone. I think you should leave that house. Leave and never look back.”

    These few words seemed to lift a huge burden from me. I thought of the money I had accumulated from even my two anatomy classes and knew I could afford somewhere better than the West Bow, at least for a while, and then there was Charles’s club, with whatever promise that held.

    “That is what I will do,” I said.

    “Take nothing of the house with you,” Evelyn said. “Not a single scrap of cloth, not a stick of furniture.”

    “I will take nothing,” I said, “save this staff.” I held up the staff.

    I swear that Evelyn paled.

    “No.” She almost snapped the word, so abrupt was her answer. “You must not bring that staff. For all we know, Martin, that is the very staff that Major Weir used.”

    “I don’t think so!” I said. “According to the accounts, Major Weir’s staff was burned along with his body. Besides,” I said, “ever since I found this stick, I have had good fortune, with the surgery and in meeting you.”

    “Please, Martin.” Evelyn placed her small hand on my arm. “Please, for me. Leave the staff behind. Leave everything of that house behind. You thought I would laugh at you, but I swear that I understand this more than you, although neither of us understands it at all. The evil in that house, and I believe it is an evil, could have tainted everything and anything.”

    I swithered then, for I felt attached to that staff, and I thought it brought me good fortune. I was tempted to tell Evelyn that I would not bow to her wishes, yet I did not. To my mind, then, it seemed that I had a choice between Evelyn and my staff. It seemed so simple, yet I had an inner turmoil I did not understand. I seemed to be at war with myself, with part of me wishing to cast aside everything connected with Major Weir’s house, and another part hoping to build on the success attached to that staff.

    “If that is what you wish,” I said magnanimously.

    “Thank you, Martin,” Evelyn said. “And I know you will be glad of your decision.”

    I smiled although I had no intention of parting from my staff. Holding that length of carved wood increased my confidence in many different situations. I resolved to agree with Evelyn when I could, for she had ignited the flame of my love. However, I would also shield her from anything disagreeable to her sentiments. That way, I could steer a middle course.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    “Charles.” I stepped inside his surgery, leaned on my staff and admired the modernity of his equipment. “May we talk?”

    Charles looked up from behind his desk, looking every inch the successful doctor in his fashionable, nearly sharp clothes and the neatly trimmed side whiskers he had been cultivating as long as I had known him. His grin was the same as ever. “Good e’en, Martin. What a strange question,” he gestured me to one of the padded leather seats. “Take a pew.”

    I did so, tapping my staff on the ground.

    “What seems to be the trouble?” Charles leaned back, placing a hand under his chin. “Is there some medical problem with which I can help you? Gout, perhaps, or haemorrhoids?”

    “Neither, thank God,” I said. “Do you remember the day we were on Cramond Island?”

    “As if it were yesterday,” Charles said. “The day you met the amiable Miss Evelyn, whom I love with every fibre of my being.”

    “That’s the day.” I hesitated, tapped my staff on the floor and continued. “You mentioned a club where you were a member.”

    “Ah,” Charles leaned forward. “Cash strapped, are we? The beauteous Evelyn draining all the gold from your purse? Just say the word, old man, and I will take her off your hands.”

    I smiled at Charles’s poor attempt at humour. “Do you still attend that club?”

    “The New Wig Club?” Charles dropped his jocularity. “I do, Martin. Are you serious?”

    “I am.”

    Standing up, Charles paced the breadth of his surgery. “It is possible to lose heavily if you don’t know what you are doing,” he said, “and there is a small matter of an initiation ceremony that you have to endure.”

    “I am willing to endure whatever comes my way.”

    “Splendid!” Charles stopped pacing. “I’ll back your membership, Martin, and act as guarantor to the sum of 100 sovereigns.”

    “A hundred sovs!” I stared at him. “That is extremely generous of you!” I had no intention of gambling to that extent. I thought that 10 sovereigns was a considerable sum to risk.

    “We meet at Brodie’s Tavern in Princes Street,” Charles said. “If you arrive at eight tonight, I will introduce you to the company. After that, it all depends on you. I cannot help you further.” I saw shadows behind his smile. “Be careful, Martin. That’s the only advice I can give. Be careful, and never gamble more than you can afford.”

    “Eight tonight, then,” I shook his hand in gratitude as I wondered to what I had agreed.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Princes Street is the southernmost street of Craig’s original New Town, a row of tenements and townhouses with a spattering of shops and inns and a view across to the Earthen Mound, the castle and the pleasure gardens that replaced the old Nor Loch. Brodie’s Tavern was at the eastern end, hidden in a small lane behind the main thoroughfare.

    I expected to find the tavern as dingy a hole as any in the Old Town, but I was pleasantly surprised to find it well-lit, with a horseshoe-shaped, marble-topped bar under a bright chandelier. The clientele included clerks, solicitors and even a High Court judge.

    Rapping my staff on the counter, I waited for one of the efficient staff to hurry to me.

    “I am here for the New Wig Club,” I said.

    “Certainly, sir.” The man was young, with steady eyes. “What is your name?”

    He nodded when I told him. “Pray come this way, sir.” He led me through a side door and up a flight of stone steps to a long room, with green curtains covering three tall windows and three crystal chandeliers providing excellent lighting.

    Charles sat at one of the three circular tables, with an array of men at each. He lifted a hand to acknowledge my arrival. I saw the playing cards spread across the green baize on the tables, with light gleaming on small piles of gold coins in front of each player. I can only describe the atmosphere as tense, with my nearest approximation the nervous stress occasioned by a university examination.

    “Dr Martin Elliot,” my escort announced, bowed and immediately withdrew as every eye in that room fixed on me. A tall, hook-nosed man dressed entirely in black rose at my entrance.

    “Does anybody speak for this man?” the hook-nosed fellow asked.

    Charles stood at once, bless his honest heart. “I speak for him. Dr Martin Elliot is a man of honour and principle.”

    “Dr Elliot, are you willing to undergo the necessary initiation into the august society of the New Wig Club?” The hook-nosed man asked.

    “I am,” I said, with my heart pattering inside my chest so I was sure everybody in that room could hear it.

    “Stand where you are.”

    I stood still as members opened cupboard doors and brought out a variety of strange objects. I had no notion what the initiation might be, imagining some sort of ordeal, such as running the gauntlet or being ducked in cold water. Instead, the members produced a box shaped like a naked man, two feet high and with generous anatomical proportions, with an eighteen-inch tall glass shaped like a naked woman. Besides these unusual objects, they placed the longest and heaviest wig I had ever seen, made from coarse horsehair, if I was any judge.

    Charles caught my eye and winked.

    “Remove Dr Elliot’s jacket and weskit,” Mr Hook-nose said, and eager hands relieved me of the burden of my outer clothing.

    “Wig him!” Mr Hook-nose said, and other hands jammed the wig on my head as hard as they could, with the weight nearly bearing me to the ground.

    I watched as somebody filled the naked woman with claret until it overflowed.

    “Drink, Dr Elliot, if you wish to be part of the New Wig Club. And you must drink without losing your wig.”

    The members began to drum on the tables, a slow, rhythmic beat as I lifted the lady to my mouth. Now, drinking is easy, but drinking while being watched, and while balancing a cumbersome wig on one’s head, is entirely different. One cannot tip one’s head back so one therefore has to tip the cup, which spills claret down one’s front, spoiling one’s best white shirt.

    I persevered, however, choking and spluttering, much to the amusement of the audience. I finished the lady cup to the dregs without losing my wig, if at the expense of a claret-coloured shirt and loss of dignity.

    “Good man!” hook-nose said, and with that simple ceremony completed, I was part of the New Wig Club.

    “What’s your game?”

    I looked at the tables, now aware that each table played a different card game. Until that moment I had not given much thought to the next stage in the proceedings, but after the best part of a pint of claret, I knew I was not sufficiently level-headed to play a hand of poker or indeed anything that required concentration. Perhaps that was the idea of the claret, of course, to befuddle the Johnny Raw.

    “Vingt-et-un,” I said. That is probably the most simple card game ever invented, where the players have to get at close to 21 as they can. Even a tyro such as I was could play with a moderate chance of success, for luck mattered as much as skill.

    “This table.” Charles sounded happy that I could play alongside him, while I was certainly glad of company I knew.

    “I’ll take your coat and stick, sir,” an efficient servant carried them to a stand at one end of the panelled room.

    There were three others at that table. The first was a smiling man with basilisk eyes, the second a handsome young gentleman with rings on both fingers and the third a middle-aged man with carefully groomed side whiskers. Charles introduced them to me as Sir Bernard Somerville, Cedric Outerston and Jonathan Wemyss, in that order.

    “Are we playing or having a social evening?” the handsome man, Outerston, asked, cracking his fingers and allowing the light to reflect from his rings.

    “Playing,” Charles said. He raised his voice. “New pack!”

    The same efficient servant brought an unopened pack of cards, which Outerston grabbed and opened. He dealt them deftly, two cards to each man, while placing one of his face down, and one face up. I noticed with a smile that the back of each card held a picture of a well-proportioned woman who wore nothing except an enormous wig.

    “In this establishment, if we wish a card in this game,” Charles explained quietly, “we say twist. Stick means keep what you have and fold means you are out of the game.”

    I nodded, for the rules seemed simple enough, checked my cards and smiled. In place of the usual king, queen and knave, were naked people, smiling openly and wearing wigs in strategic locations, while even the number cards were decorated with shaggy wigs. I was so intent on examining the artistry that I nearly forgot to count my total.

    Seventeen. I glanced around the table. Outerston had a 10 on view and opened the gambling with a golden guinea. The others followed, except Wemyss, who upped the stakes to two guineas, whereupon I folded. I was not inclined to gamble on anything less than 18, nor twist with the odds stacked against a small value card.

    Outerston won that hand, dragging a small handful of gold in his direction. He won the next as well, as I counted the eight guineas I had left of my original ten and wondered again if I had made a major mistake. Charles tapped a finger on the table, met my gaze and winked.

    Three hands later, I wished I had never heard of the New Wig Club. I fingered the last gold guinea in my pocket and surveyed the table. There were three winners and two losers. Charles had a moderate pile of gold in front of him, while Sir Bernard and Outerston were well ahead, with Wemyss and me both looking and feeling doleful.

    “Are you all right?” Charles asked. “Remember I can loan you some rhino if you need it.”

    “I don’t want a loan,” I replied somewhat testily, for I knew how hard I would have to work to raise another 10 guineas. Pushing back my chair, I stalked away, ignoring Outerston’s pointed remark about purse-pinched peasants who should have remained in their rural practices.

    The servant stepped aside to give me room. “Coat and stick, sir?” He enquired, holding them out for me. His face was expressionless, so doubtless he had seen many men leave after a single exposure to the merciless truth of the green baize.

    “Yes, please,” I said, grabbing hold of the stick. “No, damn it!” I said, immediately changing my mind. “I’ve got enough gold for one more hand.” Still clutching my staff, I returned to the table and resumed my seat. “I might prevail on you for that loan, Charles,” I said, with sudden confidence coursing through me.

    “Good man!” Charles said. “Here’s five for a start.” He slid five guineas across the green baize to me.

    With a recklessness that was alien to my character, I laughed. “Deal the cards,” I said, “and let the devil take the loser.”

    “That’s the spirit!” Sir Bernard said. “Deal, Outerston!”

    The cards flicked across the table, to settle in front of us. I saw Outerston place a knave face up in front of him with his second card face-down beneath. He leaned back in his chair, smiling, as the light reflected from his rings.

    I checked my cards. An eight and a seven: 15. “Twist,” I said without hesitation. Outerston flicked a card to me. The three of clubs. Eighteen. Did I twist again? What were the chances of a small number? I grinned. Did it matter? Life was always a gamble, and the cards were no different.

    “Twist,” I said as Charles looked at me, his eyes narrow in warning.

    A two, which meant I had 20. That would do. “Stick,” I said, sat back, and watched the others.

    Charles twisted and threw in his hand without another word. Sir Bernard twisted, took a five of diamonds and leaned back, expressionless, while Wemyss sat tight.

    Outerston opened the betting by pushing forward two guineas, smiling to me, hoping to see me fail. Wemyss met him, while Sir Bernard, blank-faced, added another guinea. I pushed forward my guinea and two of Charles’s, tossed in one more and waited.

    “Living on borrowed money, eh?” Outerston said, meeting my guinea.

    “The banks don’t care where their gold comes from,” I said carelessly.

    Wemyss swore, folding his cards as Sir Bernard pushed forward his coins. “I’ll see you,” Sir Bernard said, in a suddenly tense atmosphere.

    Outerston uncovered his bottom card. A 10; he had 20, and as Banker, he defeated me. As he reached for the pot, Sir Bernard shook his head. “Not so fast, Outerston,” he said, slowly revealing his cards. “Twenty-one.” Reaching forward, he dragged the pot to him. “Mine, I believe.”

    I felt Outerston’s frustrated anger as he watched Sir Bernard piling his winnings into neat golden columns. Strangely, I was not concerned, for that uncommon reckless streak remained.

    “Could I prevail upon you for another 10 guineas, Charles?”

    “You could, Martin.” Charles looked at me, knowing I was acting out of my habitual cautious character. He counted out 10 guineas and passed them over to me. “Have a care now; my pockets are not bottomless.”

    “The next hand is mine,” I said, stroking my staff with my foot. “Right now. Is Outerston still the banker?”

    The cards came again, slower this time, with the same nearly inaudible hiss as they passed across the baize. I could feel the tension at the table between Outerston and Sir Bernard. It added to my growing excitement as I viewed my cards.

    I had a queen who hid her modesty behind a wig, and a ten of clubs. I watched the others, saw Sir Bernard as expressionless as before, with Charles raising his eyebrows and Wemyss wiping the back of his hand across his forehead. Outerston ignored me as he looked at Sir Bernard. In Outerston’s eyes, I was unimportant, a Johnnie Raw with no possibility of challenging him.

    “Stick,” I said, tried to look smug and leaned back in my chair. My foot inadvertently touched my staff, and I felt a renewed surge of confidence. I knew I would win this hand.

    Wemyss called for a card, viewed it and sat back. Charles sat tight. Sir Bernard signalled for a card, nodded and slumped in his chair, avoiding everybody’s gaze as he left Outerston to make his decision. A faint draught shifted the chandelier above us, causing wavering shadows to pass across the table.

    The betting began at two guineas. I pushed forward four and waited. Wemyss folded right away, with Charles grunting and doing the same. That left only three of us still betting. Sir Bernard met my four and added three guineas more.

    I glanced at my cards again, grinned and pushed forward all my money. “That’s all I have,” I said with a grin. “Unless Charles wishes to lend me more.”

    “If you need it,” Charles said immediately.

    I flicked my cards, allowing the face card to be seen but hiding the other.

    “I might need it all,” I said, smiling.

    My words unnerved Outerston, as was my intention, and he folded, with Sir Bernard looking at his hand and the bland expression on my face. “You’re bluffing,” he said. “I’ll see you.”

    I showed him my twenty, which defeated his 19, and I scooped the pot. Out of curiosity, I glanced at Outerston’s hand. He also had twenty and would have won.

    “Hard luck, old man,” I gloated as I returned Charles’s loan money.

    By that time, Outerston was rattled. He gambled recklessly on the next hand, losing again and called for a bottle of claret. Sensing victory, Sir Bernard began to twist the screw, while I played with more caution, slowly building up my winnings as first Wemyss and then Charles left the game. Outerston lost two more hands in a row, recouped a little of his losses on the next and killed half his bottle of claret. His face was growing dangerously flushed.

    “Another hand,” Outerston demanded, nearly shouting.

    “I think that might be all for today, Outerston,” Charles said mildly.

    “Damn you, MacNeil! I decide when I stop playing.”

    “I’m game if you are,” Sir Bernard said. “How about you, Elliot?”

    I ignored Charles’s head shake. “Oh, play on,” I said, rolling my foot up the length of my staff.

    “Let’s up the stakes then,” Sir Bernard said. “Five guineas rather than one.”

    “Five guineas it is,” I said carelessly.

    Outerston’s run of bad luck had removed most of his bumptious arrogance. His pile of guineas had reduced in direct proportion to the increase of Sir Bernard’s and mine. “You said you were new to cards.” Outerston addressed me.

    “Beginner’s luck.” I was relishing my success.

    “Five guineas it is.” Outerston forced a smile.

    By that time, the other tables had cleared, and most of the members had left. Only a few men remained, talking in quiet tones, smoking and drinking claret or the dark Edinburgh ale. As we began to play again, all conversation ceased, so there was only the snick of cards and our strained voices. Charles tried to raise an encouraging smile.

    Once again, I was given a strong hand and sat tight with a solid nineteen. Sir Bernard’s face gave nothing away, while Outerston alternatively glowed with sweat or grinned foolishly as he thought fate favoured him.

    I watched the cards fall, seemingly able to guess the numbers before my opposition calculated their hand. Sir Bernard, I knew, was sitting on a sound hand, either 20 or 19, while Outerston had an eight showing and had another three cards concealed.

    “I add another five guineas,” I said, casually pushing forward my gold.

    “I’ll match that,” Sir Bernard said.

    “As will I.” Outerston was falsely bombastic.

    “And I’ll raise five.” The old me would have left the table half an hour ago, astounded at my success. That night I wanted more and expected more. I rolled my staff from foot to foot and played on.

    The golden pot was increasing, with the light from the chandeliers reflecting from the guineas. I leaned back in my seat, sipped at the claret the servant brought and ignored Charles’s warning looks. This game was mine, by God, and nothing to do with some doctor from the furthest Hebrides.

    “Damn it, let’s stop skirting the edges,” Sir Bernard said. “Raise 100 guineas.”

    “Yes, 100,” I agreed, knowing my purse was that deep. I counted the coins into 10 neat golden piles on the table. “Easy come, easy go, eh, Outerston?”

    “I don’t have that much,” Outerston said.

    “Then fold, damn you,” Sir Bernard said. “Or pledge your jewellery.” He indicated the rings on Outerston’s fingers.

    “Damn you for a blackguard!” Outerston said, throwing his rings on to the pile.

    “And another 50,” Sir Bernard said.

    I glanced at Charles, who nodded, although his eyes were worried. He handed over 50 guineas. “Be careful, Martin.”

    “I have no cares today,” I said as Outerston licked his lips, staring at the pile of gold in the centre of the table.

    “Outerston?” Sir Bernard said. “Match or fold.”

    “I have nothing else,” Outerston said, with all his previous bumptiousness gone.

    “That’s a fine silk shirt you wear,” Sir Bernard said, “and excellent trousers.”

    “Will you take my pledge?” Outerston asked.

    “You know the rules of the house,” Sir Bernard said. “No pledges and all debts to be paid on the nail.” He dropped his voice. “Or we take it out of your hide.”

    “Damn you!” Outerston looked at me, as if for help. I said nothing, waiting, sure of my forthcoming success. Slowly he stripped off his shirt and trousers, adding his gold watch when Sir Bernard pressurised him.

    “Is that worth 50 guineas?” Sir Bernard asked.

    The servant stepped forward, feeling the quality of the material, checking the make of the watch. “Thirty-five, sir.”

    “Your coat as well, Outerston,” Sir Bernard said.

    The coat and hat made up another 14.

    “That’s near enough,” Outerston said.

    “You are a guinea short,” Sir Bernard said. “The rest.” We watched as Outerston removed the final vestiges of his clothing and sat at the table as naked as the day he was born. “Now, I’ll see you.”

    I felt in my pocket, produced my final, reserve guinea and tossed it on to the pile. “Up another guinea.”

    That was the first time I saw Sir Bernard show some respect. “Fold,” he said. “I’m cleaned out.”

    “Outerston?” I addressed the naked man. “What can you add now? A few fingers, perhaps?”

    “Damn you, Elliot!” Outerston rose from the table. “You know I have nothing left!”

    “I glanced at his person. “That is true,” I said. “You are nothing at all. Fold then.”

    There were tears in Outerston’s eyes as he threw down his cards. I saw them spread across the table as I dragged the pot towards me.

    “As a matter of interest,” Sir Bernard said. “What did you have?”

    “Nineteen,” I said.

    “I had 20,” Sir Bernard rose from his chair. “Thank you for an entertaining evening.”

    “My pleasure, Sir Bernard.” It was bad form to count my winnings at the table, so I scooped the money into a bag the servant provided, tipped him with five guineas and prepared to leave.

    “Martin,” Charles was frowning. “How about Outerston?”

    “What about him?” I lifted my new set of clothes.

    “You can’t leave him like that,” Charles said. “He can’t walk home naked.”

    “Would he have shown compassion to me?”

    “What’s happened to you, Martin?” Grabbing the clothes from me, Charles passed them across to Outerston. “Here. Make yourself decent, man, for God’s sake.”

    I felt the respect of everybody as I left the New Wig club a good deal wealthier than I had entered, tapping my staff on the ground as I strode through the dark streets to the West Bow. I even laughed out loud as I felt the weight of gold in the bag at my waist. We had done well tonight.

    We? Who were we? There was only me, only one winner. Yet I knew somebody had helped me, and I remembered that unsettling dream when the long-nosed gentleman had entered my mind. Well then, I told myself, if his presence had turned around my fortunes to such an extent, he was very welcome. Tapping my staff on the ground, I walked to our home in the West Bow, where my sister was waiting.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER NINE


      

     

    

   

    
    Now that I was no longer teetering on the thin edge of destitution, I had a new fear. Having dragged myself to relative, if temporary, prosperity, I knew I would be a target for the ne’er-do-weels and thieves who infested the sordid wynds of the Old Town. I had no wish to lose my hard-won fortune and needed some better protection than a mere staff against the desperate men and women of the night.

    Accordingly, I began to search among the pawn shops that infest the more deprived areas of the city. I know I might have obtained a better weapon in a New Town gunsmith, but I had no desire to purchase a Joseph Manton. I wanted a firearm for defence, not something that announced my social position.

    The first place I entered was a damp little pawn shop in the West Bow, a stone’s throw from my courtyard. The sign above the shop said Maggie Brown’s. The man behind the counter looked me up and down before withdrawing slightly. I could sense his suspicion.

    “Good afternoon.” I touched the brim of my hat. “I am looking for a pistol.”

    “We don’t deal with stolen property,” the proprietor said at once.

    I understood. “I am not a policeman,” I said.

    “You look like a bluebottle in disguise.” The man was overweight, with shrewd eyes and rings on both hands.

    “I am a doctor of medicine,” I reassured him, “and lately I have heard some strange noises around my house.”

    “You’re the doctor in Weir’s old house!” The man said suddenly, pointing to me as if I were some sort of apparition risen from the Pit.

    “I am he,” I agreed.

    “No wonder you heard strange noises,” the man said.

    “You are not Maggie Brown.” I tapped my staff on the wooden floor, looking around the shop.

    “I am David Brown.” The man puffed himself up, trying to look important.

    “And I am Dr Elliot, searching for a pistol,” I said. “Do you have such an item in stock?” I gave him my conspiratorial grin. “Now that you know I am no bluebottle.”

    Either the smile convinced him, or my staff worked its magic, for, within a minute, David Brown produced three pistols. The first was like a cut-down Brown Bess musket and unsuited to my purpose, while the others were much smaller, suitable to fit inside my pocket. I lifted the smallest, which had twin barrels and an elegant walnut stock.

    “That’s a good barker.” Brown saw my interest. “It will stop an elephant.”

    “I don’t think an elephant will try to rob me.” I tested the pistol for weight and balance, aiming at a tall hat hanging on a peg. “Yes, this will do nicely if you can provide powder and shot.”

    “I always have a supply of both.” Brown seemed pleased to have made such a quick sale. He hesitated before speaking again. “You are a brave man.”

    “If I were a brave man,” I said, “I might not need to arm myself with a pistol.”

    “Living in that house makes you a brave man,” Brown said. “I would not enter there for a gold watch, no, nor for a hundred gold watches and the crown jewels of Scotland.”

    I shook my head. “The house is not as bad as it’s painted. It’s cheap to rent and handily positioned.”

    Brown waited until I had parted with the cost of the pistol and ammunition before he continued. “A barker won’t protect you from what’s in that house, Doctor. It’s something else entirely that you need.”

    I thought of the strange sounds and shadows, the ticking of the clock and all the other sensations. “What do you recommend, Mr Brown?”

    “This.” Delving under the counter, Brown produced a simple wooden cross, sitting on a square stand. Before I asked him what was special about his cross, he explained. “The base is of olive wood, cut from a tree on the Mount of Olives, while the cross is made from a rowan tree from the sacred Island of Iona, blessed with holy water.”

    I stared at him. “I am not one of your superstitious customers from the dark closes,” I said. “Nor am I a Roman Catholic.”

    “If you were, Doctor,” Brown said, and I knew that he was not lying, “you would never have entered that house.”

    I shook my head. “No, Mr Brown, I won’t buy your little cross.”

    “You don’t have to buy it.” Brown slid it across the counter. “Take it. It’s a gift.”

    For a second, I was tempted. I pocketed the pistol and reached for the cross, then shook my head. “No,” I said. “I won’t bow to superstition.” Thanking Brown, I stepped back into the street with my barker heavy in my pocket and my staff firm in my grasp. I saw Sandy across the street, raised my hand in acknowledgement to his lifted hat and walked away. It was one thing talking to such people in the line of business, but one does not wish to socialise with them by choice. I tapped my staff on the ground and smiled. Imagine the nerve of that Brown fellow, thinking I would be interested in a wooden cross. Laughing, I strode to the Lawnmarket and into the heart of the city.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I must have passed the Tron Church 100 times without realising it was there. I knew it was a church, of course, but had taken no interest in it until Evelyn began hinting it would be a perfect location for a wedding.

    “Either the Tron or St Giles would be lovely, whenever I decide to marry,” she said, as artlessly as only an attractive young woman could. “I know it is more fashionable to marry in the New Town, but I do like the history of the Old.” She paused long enough to treat me to a wide-eyed smile. “What do you think, Martin?” We stopped outside the Tron Kirk. “If I ever were to marry, should it be here or in St Giles?”

    “I have not given it much thought,” I said truthfully.

    “Well, Martin,” Evelyn said, tapping me with her hand, “I am surprised. I’m sure there must have been a dozen young ladies hoping for matrimony with you.”

    “They can hope,” I assured her quickly. “I have only eyes for one.”

    “Oh.” Evelyn smiled and looked away. “Who might that be?”

    “Guess,” I said, teasing her.

    “Let me think,” Evelyn said. “Is she tall or short?”

    “She is the perfect height for a wife,” I replied solemnly.

    “Oh,” Evelyn said, “that does not help me much. Is she fair or dark?”

    “Fair of feature, dark of eyes, always in the correct proportions,” I said.

    “Fair of feature?” Evelyn said. “I have been called fair.”

    “Indeed?” I widened my eyes. “Now, there is a coincidence.”

    Evelyn twisted her head to look up at me. “Who is it, Martin? Tell me who this girl of yours might be.”

    I smiled. “Why, you, of course.”

    “Nobody else?”

    “Nobody else,” I said.

    “Well,” Evelyn said, “if you were to marry, ever, where would you choose?”

    I pretended to ponder the question. “Should I ever marry…” I said slowly. “A wife would undoubtedly be an asset if I wished to cut a respectable figure, but could I accept the restrictions that marriage would bring?” I shook my head. “I do not know,” I said. “I shall have to think about it.”

    “And when you have thought, will you tell me the answer?”

    “I shall,” I promised.

    “Martin,” Evelyn said quietly as we continued to walk down the High Street. “I don’t like you in that house.”

    “I know,” I said.

    “You said you would leave. When will that happen?”

    “When I find somewhere better that I can afford,” I told her.

    Evelyn faced me directly, with her eyes smiling yet very serious. “If I asked you to do something for me, would you promise to oblige?”

    I nodded. “Of course.”

    “No, Martin.” Evelyn put her small hand on my chest. “Please don’t say yes and then forget. Will you mean it?”

    I could see she was in earnest. “I mean it,” I said.

    “Do you have a Bible?”

    “I don’t,” I said.

    “Then take mine,” Evelyn said. “Please, Martin.” She fished inside her coat and produced a small New Testament with the leather cover much scuffed and worn with use. When I hesitated, she pressed the Bible into my hand. “Please, Martin. I put my love on the pages.”

    “In that case,” I said, “how can I refuse?”

    Rather light-heartedly, I slipped Evelyn’s Bible inside my pocket.

    “Keep it with you,” Evelyn said.

    “With your Bible by my side, I shall feel even closer to you,” I said. The words came smoothly to me. Evelyn’s genuine pleasure interested me. It was so easy to make her smile as I learned the subtle arts of bending people to my will. The staff helped there, of course. With that staff in my possession, I could do anything. Married or single, living in the Old Town or the New, we must never be parted from our staff.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Once I realised that I had a talent for cards, I began to enjoy the thrill of the green baize, where a fortune could be won or lost on the turn of a single card. I was never foolish enough to gamble more than I could afford and always left a 100 guineas in a safe place at home before I ventured out.

    After a few weeks, I found the New Wig Club a trifle stale and searched for more exciting sport. I made friends among the fast set quickly, learned a host of new games and plumbed the depths of this city. I had long known that Edinburgh had two faces, but now I found that each face hid multiple personalities, and even the most outwardly respectable of men hid secrets from his wife and friends. Discovery was a sweet joy that afforded me great satisfaction as I found erudite professors consorting with illiterate prostitutes and stern High Court judges attending places of public entertainment that even the police hesitated to visit.

    My new friends introduced me to cockfighting, a sport patronised by even the elite, and I made small fortunes at these bloody mains. From cockfighting, I moved on to dogfighting and ratting, where dogs had to butcher a large number of rats in a given time. The same sort of clientele frequented both kinds of event, including some of those people who appeared eminently respectable on the surface. One young man, in particular, seemed to frequent all the places I visited, and the more I saw him, the more he intrigued me.

    It was while on a visit to a laigh – low – house in Leith that I saw him in profile and wondered at the delicate shape of his chin. And then the realisation clicked.

    “Good God,” I spoke aloud without realising what I was doing.

    “What’s the matter?” my companion, the Honourable Peter Lowther, asked.

    “That fellow there,” I gestured with my chin. “That’s a woman in disguise.”

    “Oh, her,” Peter said. “That’s Lady Clarinda Snodgrass. She’s well known for a sharp. Sometimes she wears women’s clothes, and other times she dresses as a man. I don’t know why.” He shrugged, tapped his cane on the brim of his tall hat and shouted his bet on the ratting competition we were watching.

    Naturally, such a person as Lady Clarinda interested me, and I resolved to get to know her Ladyship better. I found myself standing close to her on many subsequent occasions, and we exchanged greetings from time to time.

    Armed with this newfound insight into the reality of Edinburgh society, I was better prepared for the world when I walked the streets, tapping my staff on the cobbles and with my pistol a comforting weight in my pocket. I soon began to be known, with men I met at any of my clubs gracing my surgery with their presence and enhancing my normal fees with a little extra to ensure my confidentiality. Many of these men had the most delicate of conditions that required me to advise them to leave their wives alone for the time being. It was around this time that I again became aware of somebody dogging me.

    At first, it was only a sensation, a strange pricking at the base of my spine and the back of my neck, a feeling that things were not right. And then it grew. I could hear the footsteps as though they were echoes of my own, and once or twice I turned suddenly, to see nothing, or a flicker of movement as a dark shadow disappeared into a doorway or a close.

    “Who’s there?” I challenged more than once. There was no response. “I see you!” I shouted. “I have a gun!” I may as well have bayed to the moon. “Is that you, Sandy Tait? I warn you, I am armed, and I’m not disinclined to shoot!”

    Swinging my staff, I continued, and after a few days, I ignored whoever was behind me. Whoever they were, they did not harm me. I strongly suspected it was Sandy Tait, on some foolish notion that he could help me.

    When I first arrived in Edinburgh, I had felt like a stranger as I took my daily exercise through the streets, but now I was a weel-kent face. Gentlemen in all walks of life, from lords and high-court judges to the lowest scavengers, touched their hats or forelocks to me with a polite “good morning”. With so many of the lower orders being Highland or Irish, I learned Erse and Gaelic to enable me to converse in their native tongue, much to the surprise of Charles.

    “You’ve learned Gaelic,” Charles said when I called into his surgery, reversed his patients’ chair and leaned over the back, grinning to him.

    “I have,” I agreed, and continued our conversation in that ancient tongue.

    “You were always poor at languages,” Charles said. “I remember how you struggled at the higher forms of Latin and Greek.” He shook his head. “You needed crib-notes to pass your examinations, as I recall.”

    “No longer,” I told him. “Languages seem to come easily to me now.” I did not inform him about the power of my staff. Sometimes one must keep such truths even from one’s closest friends, and the most amiable of one’s female companions.

    Charles shook his head. “You have changed a great deal, Martin. You are no longer the quiet doctor I once knew.”

    “And I thank providence for it,” I said, rising from my perch. “That naïve young boy has gone for good.”

    “And perhaps he has taken much good with him,” Charles murmured.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    It was the Honourable Peter Lowther who advised me about another club.

    “The gambling is for higher stakes than the New Wig,” the Honourable Peter said as he dressed after an essential consultation in my surgery. “But with your luck, that should not be a concern.”

    I leaned back at my desk, glanced at my staff in the corner of the surgery and smiled. “Pray, tell me more.”

    “I thought you might be interested,” The Honourable Peter said as winked and gave me more details. “It’s not like the New Wig,” he said. “There are many very amiable ladies, as I have just proved.”

    I laughed. “One must be prepared for the unpleasant result of such amiability,” I said. “When shall we visit?”

    Whoever had created the club named it The Less Ancient and Most Puissant Order of the Beggars Benison and Merryland, and founded it in a very respectable-looking house in St Andrews Square. I found the name intriguing and the entrance even more so, as a tall footman opened the door for me and ushered me into a collection of spacious rooms that overlooked one of the grandest squares in the New Town. Rather than giving all the details here, I will only say that it was unlike any other club I had tried. However, it boasted the usual card and dice games, plus heavy drinking and other pastimes that would not be suitable for a gathering of kirk elders. Or perhaps they would, given the duality of everything in Scotland’s sublimely mendacious capital city.

    After the Honourable Peter introduced me, I survived the somewhat childish initiation ceremony, pulled my trousers back where they belonged, tapped my staff on the floor and looked for a game to join.

    There were three, all with full tables, so I drifted across to a lipped oval table where men were throwing ivory dice in great excitement. Only when I arrived did I realise that Outerston was one of the players. He gave me a vicious glower, to which I replied with a smile, enjoying his discomfort and already feeling quite at home in this emotion-brittle environment. I saw two large, hard-faced men standing in one corner, heard them converse in Gaelic and knew they were there to remove any members who became obstreperous when the cards turned against them. I nodded amiably to them and, rubbed my hand along my staff.

    “Who are these lads?” I asked Peter.

    “We call them the two Donalds,” Peter said. “They’re a pair of Highland stirks, both ex-soldiers who could take care of themselves and anybody else. Individually they would give Tom Spring, the heavyweight champion prizefighter, a run for his money; together they are unbeatable.”

    “I won’t try accounts with them,” I said. “What is this game called?” I watched the dice roll and click.

    “We call this three dice,” the Honourable Peter said. “Throw all three, with the highest total winning.”

    It was straightforward and quick, so I joined in, leaning my staff against my leg and keeping the stakes low at first until I got to know the players. As well as Outerston, the Honourable Peter joined us, with a flat – a novice – who gave his name as Lord Hugh, although anything less noble than that simpleton would be hard to imagine. A fifth man, a complete nobody, drifted over and threw a few dice before losing interest and leaving with a blast of foul language, and a careful, middle-aged lawyer with wild eyes took his place, gambling heavily. I did not hear his name.

    As I expected, the dice rolled my way, so my initial modest collection of gold grew to respectable proportions as the evening wore on. Although I was aware of loud laughter from the other tables, I closed off my ears to any distraction and concentrated on removing the sovereigns from Outerston’s pocketbook.

    “You’re successful again.” The voice was too throaty to be a man, although the owner wore a man’s long coat and a broad-brimmed hat.

    “I am indeed.” I did not need to mention Lady Clarinda’s name. We both knew who she was.

    Lady Clarinda leaned over my shoulder. “This is a game for children.”

    “It suits me,” I said, throwing 14.

    “I see that fellow over there is losing as heavily as you are winning.” Lady Clarinda nodded to Outerston, who was cursing in a low monotone.

    “He is,” I said calmly, with my foot resting on my staff.

    Lord Hugh threw 11, tossed his hat on the floor and trampled it flat, to my undisguised amusement. The lawyer won that game, pulled the pot towards him and left the table. It would be tedious to hear of every throw, so suffice to say that the others withdrew with small wins or losses, leaving only Peter, me and Outerston.

    “I owe you the devil of a lot, Elliot,” Peter said.

    I agreed. “You owe me more than you can afford, Peter,” I said softly. “However, we can discuss it later.” One never knows when one can use a debtor. “We are well enough acquainted not to worry about money. You can give me your promissory note after this game.”

    Peter nodded. “You might do better to withdraw as well, Outerston,” he said.

    “I’m damned if I’ll let a mere doctor best me,” Outerston said.

    “As you wish,” Peter said with a shrug.

    “As he wishes,” Lady Clarinda said, in a tone of pure malice. She lowered her voice to a whisper that only I could hear. “Destroy him, Martin.”

    I laughed. “That will be my pleasure, your Ladyship.”

    So I did. As I knew without thought what each roll of the dice would bring, I allowed Outerston to win the occasional small sum. I enjoyed his brief gloating and then forced him to gamble heavily when the dice rolled in my favour. By the time the clock struck midnight, I had reduced him to pauperism while I had 20 neat piles of gold stacked in front of me.

    Outerston stood in the centre of the room. “I’m a ruined man,” he said.

    “Yes,” I agreed, tapping my staff on the ground.

    “I’ve lost everything.”

    “You have,” I agreed.

    “Do you have no pity?”

    About to relent, I felt a surge of something, I cannot describe what, leave the staff and thrust up my arm. I smiled. “Let’s put it to the test, shall we? How about a vote?” I faced Outerston. “Cheer up, man, you are the creator of your own fortune.”

    “And so are you, Doctor,” Lady Clarinda said to me, pointing at my winnings.

    “And always shall be,” I said, ignoring the chill that ran up my spine.

    The other members crowded around, laughing, taunting Outerston as he stood there, humiliated and broken. Lady Clarinda lounged on a chair with her hat tipped forward over her face and her eyes bright.

    “Who votes for mercy and pity?” I looked around the faces, some of which I knew well, others that belonged to total strangers. Of the 18 men present, about half raised their hands, with most then looking at their companions, hesitating and letting them fall again.

    “Five,” I said, at the final count. “And who votes for none?”

    A forest of hands appeared, with Peter’s high among them and Lady Clarinda lifting a languid finger.

    “No mercy wins the day!”

    “Throw him out,” I said, happily.

    “Is that all?” Lady Clarinda said, smiling. “He still has his clothes.”

    “Shall we let him keep his clothes?” I asked the crowd.

    “No!” they roared with great enthusiasm.

    Lady Clarinda was first in the rush to strip the unhappy Outerston, and this time there was no Charles to rescue him from that final humiliation.

    “How about the gauntlet?” Lady Clarinda suggested. “It seems fitting for a man who cannot pay his debts.”

    I had never seen a gauntlet before. All the men, plus Lady Clarinda, formed a corridor facing inward, through which Outerston had to pass, with every person kicking, slapping or punching the unfortunate man to help him on his way. Only when he reached the far end did the two Donalds take hold of him by the arms, open the front door and propel him into St Andrews’s Square with mighty kicks to his backside.

    “And that’s that,” Lady Clarinda said happily. “Now, Martin, I believe there are some private rooms downstairs where we can be alone. Unless you wish others to accompany us?”

    “Others?” I asked, dragging my winnings into a green baize bag.

    “The management here can supply as many willing partners as we wish.” Lady Clarinda’s eyes were bright with promise.

    “The more, the merrier,” I said, humming Maggie Lauder as we made our way downstairs.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER TEN


      

     

    

   

    
    “No, Mr Elliot.” Mr Swinton stood with his back to the fire and his legs apart. “I cannot give you permission to marry my daughter.”

    I stood, stunned, for I had expected an immediate acceptance. “May I ask why not, sir?”

    Mr Swinton faced me openly, as square and honest as the man himself. “Now, I am a plain-speaking man, Mr Elliot, and I mean this kindly. I do not think that you two are suitable for each other. I know you are a qualified doctor, and you are working to increase your practice.” He shook his head. “But you are not right for my daughter.”

    I did not reply for a moment as I dredged my mind for something to say. “Evelyn likes me,” I said at last.

    “Of that, I have no doubt,” Mr Swinton said. “No doubt at all.”

    “Pray tell me why you disapprove, sir?” I felt as if I were pleading when I wanted to vent my frustration at this man who held my future happiness and prospects in the palm of his hand.

    Now it was Mr Swinton’s turn for silence. “As Evelyn’s father,” he said, “my priority is the future happiness and wellbeing of my daughter. I do not believe that you are the best man for her. She is a quiet-living girl, and you are in the fast set.”

    “Thank you for being so candid.” I tried to keep the bitterness from my voice.

    “I don’t dislike you, Martin.” Again, Mr Swinton spoke kindly. “I know my decision must disappoint you, but in a few years you will look back and realise I am right.” He sighed. “There is little worse than being in an unsuitable marriage.”

    “Thank you for your advice, sir,” I said, reaching for my hat and staff. “I think it would be better if I left now.”

    “I hope you don’t take this too hard,” Mr Swinton said. “I am acting solely in the best interests of my daughter.”

    “I am sure you are, sir,” I said, leaving the room. About to slam the door behind me, I restrained my natural temper and closed it quietly.

    “You won’t treat us like that,” I promised, tapping my staff on the floor.

    I had never experienced such black rage as at that moment. I was usually a peaceable man, but my mind filled with images of such violence that I recoiled in horror. Yet something burned within me that I had never experienced before. The more that Mr Swinton tried to deny me Evelyn, the more determined I would be to gain her for myself. I am not sure, now, whether I wanted Evelyn as a wife so much as I hated Swinton denying her to me. The feelings coiled around themselves as I strode, hot-eyed, across the hallway.

    The manservant eyed me with sympathy as I left the house, yet said nothing. For all his urbane manners, Swinton was undoubtedly master in his own home. I heard my footsteps echo on the doorstep, walked on to the pavement outside and stopped. Swinton had left the window open, and if I hovered around the iron railings that surrounded the basement in front of the house, I could clearly hear a heated conversation. Mrs Swinton raised her voice in evident anger.

    “Why did you send poor Mr Elliot away, Swinton? He is such an amiable, well set-up young man.”

    Swinton replied without heat. “Yes, he is a well set-up, very amiable man, yet there is something about him I do not like.”

    “What is that, pray?” Mrs Swinton sounded confused. “I like him, and God knows that Evelyn likes him, more than likes him.”

    There was a pause. I heard Mr Swinton’s footsteps as he walked around the room. “I am aware of that, yet I sense a shadow in him as if he is hiding something, some darkness within him. He has something of the night, indeed, and I have heard some of the most unsettling stories of his attending gambling clubs and the like.”

    Mrs Swinton made a strange sound, a cross between an unladylike snort and a laugh. “Ha! The only darkness is within your head, Swinton! You are miscalling that fine young man and poor Evelyn will be distraught.”

    “Poor Evelyn will be better without him,” Swinton said, and I heard no more, for a nanny pushing a perambulator came towards me, and I moved away. It would not be done for a respectable gentleman to hover outside a window listening to a husband arguing with his wife.

    “Good evening.” I nodded to the nanny as I passed.

    “Good evening, sir.” She gave a little curtsey.

    She was a neat little thing, I noted, very trim, and I allowed my mind to drift in a different direction as I paced the next few steps before I began to plan how to gain Mr Swinton’s approval for Evelyn’s hand. The alternative was to steal her away, elope and marry without her parents’ consent. However, I still wished to retain the image of respectability, and Edinburgh doctors do not abduct young women.

    I was still plotting when I reached my house, placed my staff in the corner behind the door and stretched out on the nearest chair.

    The nightmares had waited for me. Not for them the idea that their victim must be asleep, for they infested the very fabric of the house, lurking in the stonework, embedded in the wood so that they could escape the very second their human victim relaxed his guard. No sooner had I sat down than they returned, circling me with their horrors, gibbering at my ears, revealing themselves in shadow and form, with their harsh laughter in my hearing and their thoughts polluting my brain. I could discern a strange man-beast crouching at the edge of the bed, see a disembodied head floating around the room and hear the whirr and rattle of a spinning wheel, although I had no such machine in the house.

    “Begone!” I said, standing up. “Begone! I do not wish you in my house!”

    The laughter began somewhere near the fireplace and spread to every room so that it seemed that the entire house was taunting me. That song returned, with a cracked old voice ranting the words.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi’ bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And speir’d what was't they ca'd her.”

      

     

    

    I stood up, flailing my arms at the invisible demons in my room.

    “You’ll never get away.” The whisper entered my head. “You’ll never get away. I have you now, and you’ll never get away.”

    “Damn you!” I shouted. “Damn you all!” I might as well have thrown paper to put out a fire as the laughter intensified around me.

    “Begone!” I roared, waving my hands in the air. “Get away from me!”

    They circled me, these terrible images. I told myself they sprang from my imagination. I told myself they were nothing more than the result of my overwrought nerves thinking about Evelyn, and Mr Swinton, and money, and the risks I had taken when I joined the resurrection men. Forcing myself to reason, I stood up, banishing the horrors from my mind.

    “I am a doctor,” I said out loud. “I am a man of science, not some foolish superstitious person from the middle of nowhere.”

    The laughter did not ease.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi' bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And speir’d what was't they ca'd her.”

      

     

    

    Lifting my jacket, I waved it around my head, trying to dispel the images. As I did, something fell from the pocket onto the ground. The laughter ended abruptly.

    “What’s happened?” I looked downward at the Bible that Evelyn had given me. It lay on the floor where it had fallen, the leather cover scuffed with use and some of the pages dog-eared where Evelyn had pored over the contents. “Oh, dear Lord,” I whispered.

    I lifted the Bible without feeling any surge of goodness or power. To me, a man of science, it was a book of ancient wisdom and no more. Despite the hundreds of hours I had spent in church as a child and youth, I had long since stopped worshipping or even believing. Yet now, for the first time in years, I wondered.

    Was there some world beyond our own? Some further existence on the far side of death? I found that hard to fathom, for when our life force ends; our body ceases to function and sinks into corruption, rather like politicians when they enter parliament.

    Holding the Bible, I looked around the room, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. It was a room like any other in the city, a little untidy through use, with books and papers scattered around, the remains of a meal on an unscraped plate, the fire smouldering in the grate, but no supernatural bodies. There was nothing to make the sounds, no voice to sing the songs and undoubtedly no ghost to torment me. All the images, I knew, were in my mind and their ceasing when the Bible fell was only a coincidence.

    I shook my head.

    What nonsense the human mind can conjure from old superstitions and the imaginings of taut nerves. That’s all it was, I knew. I was upset over Swinton’s rejection of my attempts to woo Evelyn; that and the gibberings of the uneducated mob in the close had unsettled me. Well then, I thought, I will have to deal with Swinton and learn to ignore the great unwashed. After all, if they were in any way intelligent or successful, they would have risen above their present position and found a more comfortable place to live.

    No, I told myself, placing the Bible on the table, there was nothing of the supernatural here.

    Test it, I urged. Test it. Step back from the Bible and challenge the dark forces to reappear.

    I did just that, taking first one step, then two and five, without effect. There was no resurgence of laughter, singing, or anything else. Satisfied that I had convinced myself of the superiority of reason over groundless fear, I smiled, whistled a merry little tune and checked the time.

    Six minutes past six.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Prevent me from meeting Evelyn, would he? Damn the man: Damn Swinton and his ideas. I wanted Evelyn, and I would have her, whatever Mr Swinton or a hundred Mr Swintons may think and do.

    I stalked the streets with my staff thumping down on the paving, harder and harder as my mood grew ever fouler. Without realising it, I had walked from the Old Town down the Mound to the New, and even further, so I now stood outside the wrought iron gates of Leithbrae House.

    “Good God,” I said to myself, “how on earth did I get here? I can’t remember a thing about the journey.” Pushing open the gates, I marched up the gravel path to the front door, on which I rapped smartly with the head of my staff and waited, humming Maggie Lauder to myself.

    Leithbrae House is half a mile or so beyond the New Town, on the pleasant slopes that lead down to the sea. The village of Broughton nearby was once an independent Burgh of Barony until the relentless advance of Edinburgh had swallowed it whole while threatening even the policies of the three-storied mansion of Bellevue. Now Leithbrae House stood like a besieged island, a classical house within private grounds as the city lapped at its walled shores.

    The butler looked like a man from another age in his powdered periwig and maroon suit. He looked at me as if he wished to deposit me in the ash-pit.

    “I have come to see your master.” I placed my card on the silver tray he thrust out. “Pray tell him I am here.”

    “Is he expecting you?” the butler asked, adding “sir” as an afterthought.

    “He will see me,” I said, pushing into the house.

    The Honourable Peter looked slightly wary when he walked towards me, as well he might, given the favours he owed me. I had never mentioned curing him of the pox, let alone the thousands of sovereigns he owed me from the Benison Club.

    “Come this way.” He ushered me into his gun room, away from prying ears. “To what do I owe the honour?”

    I tapped my staff on the ground as I surveyed the array of firearms on the wall. “I believe you have friends in the stock market.”

    Sir Peter nodded. “That’s correct.”

    Laying my staff on a table, I lifted down a fowling-piece and sighted along the barrel. “Your friends have the power to manipulate share prices, don’t they?”

    “Yes,” the Honourable Peter said, after a slight pause.

    “I know nothing about such matters.” I swivelled the barrel until it was pointing at his groin and pulled back the hammer. “I hope this piece is not loaded.”

    “So do I.” The Honourable Peter swept his hand sideways, deflecting my aim. “What do you want, Doctor?”

    “I want you to clear your debt to me,” I said pleasantly, replacing the fowling-piece and lifting a shotgun. “At no expense to you. Is this gun loaded?”

    “No,” the Honourable Peter said. “What do you mean, at no expense to me?”

    “You owe me a great deal of money,” I reminded, “and I am sure you have no desire for me to treat you as we treated Outerston.”

    The Honourable Peter took a deep breath. “Continue, Doctor,” he said.

    “There is a man I want financially ruined,” I said, aiming the shotgun out the window. “I want his stocks to fall so low that he cannot sell them.”

    “How many does he have?” Peter’s erstwhile moral scruples had vanished at my threat to his fortune.

    “I don’t know,” I said. “I know only that he has tied his entire fortune to two particular companies.”

    Peter nodded without smiling. “Who is this unhappy fellow?”

    “That is my affair,” I said.

    “Is that all you wish me to do?” the Honourable Peter asked. “I have the share prices manipulated, and you forget all my debts?”

    “Yes.” I replaced the shotgun where it belonged. “Could you do that for me?”

    Peter nodded. “I believe so although I don’t like to ruin a man for no reason.”

    “I have an excellent reason,” I said, lifting a pair of pistols. “These are well balanced. They might be useful should you become a highwayman if you lose your house.” I smiled at him. “But I would own these, too, wouldn’t I? I might hire them out to you, for a percentage of the profits, until you are caught and hanged.”

    The Honourable Peter glared at me. “You’re a bastard, Elliot. Do you know that?”

    I smiled, keeping the pistols in my hands. “Oh, no. My parents were legally married, Peter. Unlike the little creatures you have sired.”

    I had no idea whether the Honourable Peter had fathered any illegitimate children but, given his way of life, he probably had. “I am a doctor, old fellow. We learn about such matters.” I could see by the expression of his face that he wished to do me harm.

    “Tell you what, old fellow.” I reversed the pistols and handed them to him, butt first. “I have placed your promissory note in a safe place, in case you are interested. I have given it to my solicitor, with a copy to a very good friend of mine. The solicitor has instructions that if anything happens to me, any debt owed to me is transferred to a third party. Simultaneously, I have given instructions for the lawyer to publish that promissory note in the Scotsman and Caledonian Mercury.” I winked. “My insurance policy, old fellow, in case your natural frustration overcomes your gentlemanly scruples.”

    When the Honourable Peter said nothing, I sauntered to the door, staff in hand.

    “All right, damn you,” Peter said. “What is the company name?”

    “Constable the bookseller and Ballantyne the printers,” I said. “If their stocks fall appreciably, I’ll be in touch with the promissory note. If not,” I shrugged and looked around me. “I could rather enjoy living here.”

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER ELEVEN


      

     

    

   

    
    I cannot describe the feeling I had when finally I closed the door on that house in the West Bow. It was a mixture of relief that I had escaped and fear that I was stepping into the unknown, a kind of dread that I was leaving some part of me behind. I cannot explain why I should have felt like that.

    “You’re leaving then, Doctor.” The woman remained a good 10 paces from my door.

    “I am,” I said.

    “Did the house chase you away?”

    I pondered my answer. “It may have done so,” I said.

    The woman stepped closer. I did not recognise her, an elderly, wizened thing with hands like claws. “It does that,” she spoke in a harsh whisper, like somebody who had not used her voice for a long time. “And sometimes you take it with you.”

    “It’s a house,” I said to the crazy old witch. “How can I take it with me?”

    I could smell the woman from where I stood, a mixture of smoke, soot and even I didn’t know what. “Hell has its methods,” she said.

    “I’m leaving the gateway to Hell behind,” I said, without a trace of irony. I, the scientific doctor, the man proud of his rational thought, the graduate of Glasgow University, was leaving a house because of superstitious fancies that a warlock had once lived here. Looked at seriously, the idea was not only ludicrous, but it was also untrue. I told myself that I was not leaving the West Bow because of the stories, but because the New Town address would advance my career. All the other events, the strange noises, dreams and happenings, were flights of the imagination brought on by strained nerves, or the creaking of an ancient house in the wind, nothing more.

    “That may be true, Doctor Elliot, Dr Martin Elliot,” the old woman said, “but in my master’s kingdom, there are many doorways.”

    “What?” I asked. “What the devil do you mean by that?”

    What ever the devil the old woman had meant, she slipped back into her doorway, and although I was only a few steps behind her, she had vanished before I reached her. In such a labyrinth of passageways, closes, wynds and courtyards as the Old Town, there was no point in trying to find her.

    Leaving the carriers to convey my belongings away from the house, I decided the old woman was crazed and stepped away from that place for the last time. I tapped my staff on the ground, humming Maggie Lauder as I sauntered up the West Bow. When I reached the Lawnmarket, I turned for a final look at the street where so much had happened. I was leaving the black coaches and invisible visitors behind as I bid a final farewell to the Old Town.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi' bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And speir’d what was't they ca'd her.”

      

     

    

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Living in the New Town was undoubtedly different from living in the old. The gracious Georgian streets were wide and elegant, the neighbours were so respectable they were afraid to raise their voices lest they break the outward serenity of the area, and even the birds were polite as they greeted the dawn.

    It was good to leave my new house at the corner of George Street and Hanover Street without stepping over the sleeping bodies of the destitute and I did not miss the stench of urine and worse that filled the courtyard in the West Bow. It was pleasant to stroll along George Street and Princes Street with its exceptional view to the castle and to tip my hat to the graceful ladies and smart gentlemen who swept past me.

    All this was fine enough but tame. One new source of amusement was reading the financial sector of the newspapers. From a high, the shares of Constable the bookseller commenced a steady slide, slipping in value day by day, while Ballantynes followed, slowly but certainly reducing Swinton’s fortune. Every morning I read the newspaper, partly to smile at the falling stocks, but also to restore my strength after the night’s now-expected horrors. I had thought that leaving the West Bow would end the nightmares. I was wrong. They continued night after terrible, sleep-tearing night.

    I was in the surgery, regaling myself with the latest downturn in the fortunes of Constable when the door banged open, and Evelyn appeared, gasping for breath.

    “I’m sorry, Doctor Elliot,” my latest servant said, trying to restrain her. “She just burst in.”

    I smiled as Evelyn ran towards me. “That’s quite all right, John,” I said. “This lady is always welcome.”

    I had hardly seen Evelyn since Swinton had denied me the chance to propose. I avoided Evelyn partly because our meetings would be too painful, and partly because there seemed little point until I had Swinton where I wanted him. Besides, I was trying to charm the father of a smart little redhead as an alternative to Evelyn if my present strategy was unsuccessful. Oh, don’t misunderstand me – although the redhead was a bouncy little piece, Evelyn was still my first choice.

    “Martin.” Evelyn began speaking even before John withdrew. “I know you can’t help and probably don’t wish to, but I don’t know where else to turn.”

    “I’ll help in any way I can,” I reassured her. “Now, don’t distress yourself, and tell me what’s wrong.”

    Evelyn closed the door in John’s face before she sat down. “It’s Father,” she said.

    “What about him?” I hid my joy, guessing what was coming.

    “He’s in a bad state with his nerves, alternatively in hysterics or plunging into black moods.”

    “Ah,” I said. “Do you know what brought this on?”

    “Yes,” Evelyn said. “When I asked Mother what had occurred, she said Father is in terrible financial trouble.”

    “Ah,” I said again, looking concerned. “If you ask your father to come here, I could prescribe something to lift his spirits.”

    “Would you?” Evelyn asked.

    “Yes, of course.”

    “Even after he denied you my hand in marriage?”

    “He was doing what he thought was best,” I said magnanimously. “I do not agree with him, but I cannot blame him for trying to look after his daughter.” I gave what I hoped was a long-suffering sigh. “At some time, I hope to convince your father to change his mind. I have not given up yet.”

    Evelyn made a long arm and touched my sleeve. “Nor have I, Martin, and God bless you. May I bring Father here?”

    “My door is always open to your father.”

    I swear I saw tears in Evelyn’s eyes when she left my surgery. “You are a good man, Martin. I hope that father appreciates your forbearance.”

    It was not until the next day that Mr Swinton came to my surgery, white of face and bowed of shoulder. In short, he was quite unlike the bold, confident man of only a few weeks before. I greeted him like an old friend.

    “Mr Swinton! How good to see you again. Come, give me your hat and coat.” I ushered him to the chair opposite mine, with the desk in between.

    “Sit down, Mr Swinton and tell me what seems to be the matter.” I had the newspaper before me, neatly folded, with the financial section uppermost. “I perceive that you are unhappy and prone to fits of melancholia.”

    Swinton sat, keeping his shoulders bowed and his head down. “Thank you for seeing me, Doctor. You are right in your diagnosis.”

    I nodded understandingly. “You are so unlike your old self that I suspect some outside source has caused this downturn in your health.”

    Mr Swinton looked at me as if I were the new Messiah. “Yes, Doctor.”

    “So then, if we remove or repair the source, we shall soon restore you to health.” I pronounced my antidote with a smile.

    “Yes, Doctor, you are correct,” Swinton said, “although I fear that removing the source is quite beyond your capabilities or anybody else’s.”

    I nodded sympathetically. “I will not know that until you take me into your confidence.” I leaned back in my seat, looking stern. “I know enough about human nature to know there are only three things that can so suddenly affect a man in such a manner. One is a matter of the heart, such as a family dispute or trouble; the second is a matter of physical health, and the third is a matter of finances.”

    Swinton nodded again.

    “All right then,” I continued, sagely. “I know you and Mrs Swinton are as devoted a couple as it is possible to find, while Evelyn would never dream of going against your will, as I know to my cost.” Let that little barb sink in, I thought. “That leaves physical health or financial concerns. So, Mr Swinton, I will give you a thorough examination before we go any further.”

    “There is no need, Doctor.” Swinton demurred, as I knew he would, for no man would wish to undergo an intimate inspection by the very fellow he had rejected as his daughter’s suitor.

    “There is every need,” I insisted solemnly. “Come on, man, off with your clothes!”

    I watched as Swinton removed his clothing, and proceeded to give him the most thorough and prolonged medical examination of his life. After such an investigation, a man in such a state as Swinton would be in no condition, mental or physical, to resist my plan, I reasoned, and correctly, as it turned out.

    “Now, sir,” I said, without giving the fellow time to dress again. “Sit down and tell me what ails you. Physically you are tip-top, without a care in the world.”

    At last Swinton faced me. I had degraded him in every possible way, so I was in total control of the situation, and him.

    “I have financial problems, sir,” Swinton replied in a muffled tone, without meeting my eyes.

    “Good God, sir.” I shook my head. “Is that all? Why Mr Swinton,” I reached into the top drawer of the desk and withdrew the pocketbook I had placed there earlier. “Why, sir, if you say how much you need, I am sure I can help.”

    Swinton coloured and looked away, shuffling a tear from his eye. “You are too kind, sir, too kind indeed.”

    I produced a sheaf of banknotes and handed them over. “That is 100 pounds, Mr Swinton. Will that help?” I knew his losses were very much more.

    “Sir, Doctor Elliot, your kindness overwhelms me.”

    I pushed across the money. “There now, you are Evelyn’s father.”

    “Sir,” Swinton said, “I appreciate your help, but I fear I am deeply in debt.”

    “Ah.” I settled back in my chair. “Put your clothes back on, Mr Swinton, and tell me everything. I assure you it will go no further.”

    I listened to the tragic story of how Swinton had expected a high return on both Constables and Ballantynes, but when the price of shares had collapsed, he had lost everything.

    “Everything, Mr Elliot,” Swinton said. “I was so confident that I took out a loan from the bank, with the house as security.”

    “I see,” I said, gloating inwardly.

    “Now the bank wants to foreclose and call in the loan.”

    I already knew that, as the bank manager happened to be a member of the New Wig Club and was in my debt. “That’s terrible,” I said. “How much is the loan?” I produced another bundle of banknotes. “There is 200 there, Mr Swinton. That is all the ready cash I have in the world, so you were right to stop me marrying Evelyn.”

    “I fear there is no hope, Elliot,” Swinton lowered his voice to a whisper. “I am 3,000 in debt.”

    “So much?” I said, shaking my head. Standing up, I walked to the door and opened it. “John,” I said to my man. “Close the surgery for the day. I have an urgent case here.” I waited until the doors were closed and John was gone, while Swinton sat in despair, entirely at my mercy.

    “Mr Swinton,” I said. “There may be a way to raise your money, but it will not be to your liking.”

    “Mr Elliot,” Swinton said. “I will do anything, anything at all, to keep a roof over my wife’s head.”

    “You may have to compromise your principles,” I said.

    “I fear I have none left,” Swinton said sadly. “Not when my wife and home are threatened.”

    “Have you heard of the New Wig Club?” I asked. “It is a gentleman’s club where money can be won and lost at the tables.”

    “I have none to lose,” Swinton said.

    “You have that 200 pounds,” I said, “and I can scrape up a reserve of 250 more, with luck.” I gave him my best devil-may-care grin. “Come, cheer up, sir, all is not lost.”

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I was fortunate that I knew the gamblers present at the New Wig when I escorted in Mr Swinton. “This gentleman is a friend of mine,” I said, “so we are both novices at the card tables.”

    Most of the men there were in debt to me, so smiled ruefully at my words, and none was foolish enough to disagree. If they had, I would have called in their obligations or sent the porters to their door. Although the New Wig had nobody as formidable as the two Donalds, they employed a trio of hard-faced men who ensured a relatively peaceful atmosphere.

    “Set up the table,” I said. “My friend is named Smith. John Smith.” I winked at Mr Swinton. “And I am Mr James Brown.”

    Once again, nobody would deny my word, so as Smith and Brown, we sat at the table as the house dealer set out the cards for poker. I will not go into tedious details over every card in every hand, but with my staff leaning against my chair, I once again began to bring in the money. Swinton was only an average card player, but games of whist with Mrs Swinton had taught him how to read the fall of the cards, so he did not disgrace himself.

    Slowly, we built up our winnings, with my usual luck carrying me through and Swinton dogged, with the candlelight reflecting on the sheen of sweat across his face. We were fortunate that the other players were no more skilled than Swinton, and more fortunate still that an eager young flat joined us. I knew immediately that the newcomer would be our gull for the day. He came with a smile on his face and no attempt at concealment in his expression.

    “Good evening, sir,” I said. “I have not had the pleasure of playing with you before.”

    “No, Mr Brown,” he said. “This is my first time here.”

    “Us too,” I said with the beaming smile of the truly innocent.

    I gave him a quick introduction to the game of poker, told him he was very welcome and asked him quiet questions about himself.

    “I’m 21 years old,” he said, in a North Country accent.

    “A man indeed,” I said, watching his eyes brighten as he read his new cards. I recognised him as a mammy’s boy, freshly released from the apron-strings and eager to try out everything the city has to offer.

    By alternatively raking in his rhino and encouraging him with an occasional small victory, I gradually reduced my gull’s fortune until he had only a few golden guineas in front of him. I had long learned not to flout my winnings, so kept them at a small side-table, hidden under a green silk handkerchief. On the last hand of the evening, I saw an exultant expression on my gull’s face and knew he had a strong hand. I played that for all I was worth, cursing and blinding when I turned my cards and throwing down my money as if I expected to lose.

    Swinton watched me through worried eyes, although I knew his hand was at least fair. The gull fell for my ruse, of course, murmuring, “Hard luck, old fellow,” as he raised me to the limit of his fortune and added his gold signet ring in an attempt to make me fold.

    “Look here,” I said. “This is a queer do. I think you’re bluffing and have a bad hand. That’s the sort of fellow you are, I think.”

    “Me, sir?” my flat asked.

    “You, sir,” I said. “I fancy you’re a sharp, one of those fellows who try to look innocent while you gull respectable men like Mr Smith and me.”

    The flat grinned, pleased that I thought him a sharp.

    “All right,” I said, glancing at my hand in apparent disgust, “I’ll call your bluff, sir and raise you.” Without more ado, I put 50 guineas on the table.

    “I don’t have that much in readies,” the fool said. “But I have it at home.”

    “You’ll not sharp me, by God,” I said. “Not James Brown of Netherby Hall. Double or quits, if you dare, card sharp or not.”

    By now thoroughly convinced that I had a queer hand, my gull doubled, and doubled again, until I knew he had promised his entire fortune and probably that of his children and grandchildren as well. Swinton had sensibly folded, while the other players gathered around, well aware of my ploy.

    “There we are then,” I said at last. “It’s the knackers yard for me and damn you, sir, for a villain.”

    I threw down my cards, face down.

    My dupe was grinning like a mountebank when he showed his hand, a reasonable knave-high flush. Now I had him in the palm of my hand, I dropped my act and turned my cards. “Four kings, old fellow. My pot, I think.” I took his promissory note.

    The youngster stared at me in mixed dismay and horror. “That’s my father’s house and lands,” he said.

    “My house and lands now,” I told him.

    “It’s worth 10,000 guineas.”

    I nodded, allowing him to suffer for a minute out of pure devilment. “I’ll tell you what, old fellow, I’ll go easy on you. Find me three thousand, and we’ll forget the rest.”

    I saw Swinton look up in surprise. “What a noble fellow you are, Mr Brown,” he said.

    The flat grabbed at this offer with both hands, as well he might for I was saving his skin, but what would I want with an estate somewhere in the wilds of Perthshire or Ross or the devil knows where? Hundreds of acres of heather-moor and wet rock, for God’s sake, with sodden tenants who could not even speak an intelligible language. My love affair with Gaelic had been short-lived.

    “Thank you,” my broken youngster said, thoroughly humbled.

    “That’s all right, old fellow,” I said. “I want you to hand over the money to my banker, in the name of Mr Swinton.” I felt Swinton’s eyes swivel to me. “It’s not my name, of course.”

    “Swinton,” my youth said. “I’ll do that.” He hesitated. “It might take me a day or two.”

    “Two days,” I agreed, clapping him on the back in false bonhomie. “As you are a Highland gentleman, I know you won’t let me down.”

    I watched him slouch off, having learned his lesson not to play outside his league. “Now, Mr Smith, I think we should celebrate with our winnings.”

    “Good God, man,” Swinton said as we left the New Wig club and sauntered along Princes Street with the wind fairly biting at us and the lights of the castle glowing across the gardens. “What have you done?”

    “Helped a friend,” I said.

    “You have no idea how grateful I am to you,” Swinton said. “You’ve loaned me three thousand guineas. How can I ever repay you?”

    “It’s not a loan, Mr Swinton,” I said. “It’s your money, paid into your bank in your name. You are debt-free. Now, let us celebrate with our other winnings. I happen to know another establishment where the company is cheerful, and the wine flows free.”

    When Swinton looked at me with the gratitude warm in his eyes, I knew he was wondering if I might, after all, be a suitable match for his darling daughter. However, I had another ploy yet for the oh-so-respectable Mr Swinton.

    “I’ve never been in here,” I said, pausing outside the door of an establishment where I was a frequent visitor, “but Charles MacNeil tells me it is the most amazing establishment with the best of wines imported directly from France and the most refined of company.”

    “I cannot say no to the most generous of men I have ever encountered.” Already Swinton walked straighter as if I had removed a heavy weight from his shoulders.

    “It’s this way, I think,” I said as if I had never trodden the route. The Waverley Club was named after the famous Waverley Novels as a blind to disguise its real purpose. There was no connection to the author except the name and the glass-fronted bookcase in the lobby of the Rose Street building. Once through the arched door, one entered the most secretive and best-run brothel in Edinburgh.

    I conducted Swinton into the front room, where half a dozen gentlemen lounged on comfortable chairs, while smartly dressed women offered them the most varied selection of drinks in the city.

    “My name is Brown,” I announced, introducing myself to the oldest of these ladies, who knew me of old. “And this is Mr Smith.”

    Swinton looked at me sideways, as if wondering why I did not use our correct names in such a respectable establishment. However, he followed my lead and sank into a chair.

    “I am Mrs Lightfoot,” Madame Dora told me, straight-faced. “What can I do for you gentlemen today?”

    “A glass of claret for me, Mrs Lightfoot, if you please, but my friend Mr Smith has cause to celebrate.”

    Madame Dora produced her most innocent professional smile. “Will it be the finest of our French wines?”

    “That will do,” I said, “I’ll pay for a bottle. No.” I changed my mind. “Champagne, I think.”

    “No, I insist on paying.” Swinton put a hand on my sleeve. “You have already been too generous.”

    “We must share your good fortune,” I said as Madame Dora looked from Swinton to me and back, trying to work out my plan.

    We sat at a private table, with Swinton gradually relaxing as the exotic champagne worked its magic. After an hour, I sought out Madame Dora again, leaving Swinton to enjoy the ambience.

    “Do you still work the Edinburgh crimp?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

    Dora nodded. “Yes, I can drug unpleasant clients and smuggle them on board a Leith ship bound for India or some other far-flung destination. Do you wish to send your Mr Smith on a long sea voyage?”

    “I want to play a joke on him,” I said, and explained my idea.

    Madame Dora listened, smiling. “I believe I can arrange that,” she said.

    “I don’t want him hurt,” I said.

    “He won’t feel a thing,” Madame Dora promised.

    “I’ll leave things in your hands,” I said.

    “As long as you pay the piper,” Dora said.

    I passed across 10 guineas. “Don’t let me down,” I said.

    I had no fear of that, of course, for Dora was a professional. “When do you want it done?” she asked.

    “The day after tomorrow,” I said. “I want no connection with me at all.”

    Dora secreted away my gold. “None, Mr Brown.” Her wink was as good as a signed and sealed document from the highest legal minds in the land. Probably more secure, for I have met many of the highest as they gamble and cavort in the most unsavoury places. I told Dora Swinton’s home and business address and left her to work out the details.

    Swinton was half-seas-over when one of the other clients in the room began to have a convulsive fit. By the time I had helped him recover, Swinton was nearly asleep.

    “Come along, old fellow,” I roused him with a gentle shake. “It’s time we were heading back home. Your good lady will be wondering where you are.”

    Dora was there to help Swinton on with his coat and handed him his hat and gloves as to the manner born. “I hope to see you again, Mr Smith,” Dora said.

    “I hope so too,” Swinton said, as I escorted him back to the street with my plan hatching very nicely. I had proved myself the very best of friends, advanced my case for matrimony, hatched a plot with Madame Dora and made a tidy sum of money. The day had been a success. I whistled Maggie Lauder as I manoeuvred Swinton to the green door in Queen Street.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER TWELVE


      

     

    

   

    
    “Mrs Swinton! I have good news, the very best of news!” Swinton lurched into his house, swaying in the grand hall as he looked around him. Mrs Swinton hurried out to meet him.

    “Swinton! What time do you call this? Have you been drinking?” She noticed me and stopped, with one hand over her mouth. “I do apologise, Mr Elliot! What must you think of us?”

    I realised she was in her nightclothes, smiled and politely turned my back. “It’s quite all right, Mrs Swinton, you are perfectly decent, and I am a doctor.”

    “Father! Are you all right?” Evelyn was also in her nightclothes and a very captivating sight she was, with a night-cap not quite succeeding in controlling all her hair and her bare ankles and feet protruding delicately. “Oh! Martin!” She stepped behind a high-backed chair to hide her extremities.

    I remained with my back to the family as Swinton tried to explain the evening’s events. As it happened, there was a mirror on the wall that afforded me an excellent view, but one must observe the niceties.

    “All is well,” Swinton said. “Mr Elliot has come to our aid. Oh, what a splendid fellow he is, simply splendid.”

    I agreed with that, of course, although I shook my head in denial.

    Evelyn clapped her hands and emerged from behind the chair. “What has happened, Father, pray, tell me!”

    “Come into the parlour,” Mrs Swinton said, flapping her hand. She had thrown on a dressing gown, although Evelyn, I was glad to see, had not copied her example. “Come on, come on. You too, Mr Elliot.”

    I followed, partly supporting Mr Swinton, who was swaying, partly through the effects of over-indulgence in alcohol, partly through the excitement of relief.

    Evelyn watched me, gently smiling, although I could sense her confusion. Her dishevelled hair and bare feet made her even more attractive in my eyes.

    We trailed into the parlour, with Mrs Swinton sending a tired servant back to bed before she demanded to hear the news.

    “Come on, Swinton! Out with it!” Mrs Swinton perched on the edge of a chair.

    “Yes, Father.” Evelyn sat comfortably close to me, with her hand only an inch from my leg. I did not move, preferring to watch the by-play between the Swintons. For one second, I wished I could be part of such a close circle, glanced at Evelyn and wondered if that could ever happen.

    Talking at a great pace, Swinton related his exciting evening, praising me at every opportunity as he spoke of the end of his money troubles and my magnificent generosity. I waved away the Swintons’ gratitude while accepting the small hand-squeeze by Evelyn, which was the best prize I could have had.

    “Three thousand pounds!” Evelyn’s eyes were wide as she stared at me as if I was some new Messiah. “Does that not leave you destitute, Mr Elliot?”

    “It was money won in a card game,” I said, truthfully. “I did not possess it this time yesterday, and I shall not miss it tomorrow.”

    Evelyn squeezed my hand again. “I knew you would help,” she whispered.

    After a round of gratitude and congratulations, I spoke again. “I am sorry to break up this happy gathering,” I said, “but I’m afraid I must leave now.”

    “Mr Elliot, Martin,” Mrs Swinton said. “You must stay the night. You are the hero of the hour, the Wellington of the finances, the very prince of generosity. Of course, we will pay you back.”

    “It is a gift from God,” I said, “not a loan.” I decided to lay it on thick. “I have never been to that club before and prayed for help. It was all the Lord’s work.” There, I thought. Now you have rejected a suitor who is God-fearing man as well as generous.

    I felt their eyes on me as I left their house and marched, straight-backed, along Queen Street. I knew it was best to perform the apparently good deed and depart without milking the Swintons’ gratitude. With nothing to tempt me home, I spent the rest of the night in Dora’s establishment, having already picked out a shapely lady with a roving eye. Dora was pleased to see me and delighted to see the gold I passed into her already swollen coffers.

    I returned to my new home only as the first grey streaks of dawn lightened the eastern sky, changed hurriedly and walked to the surgery. Despite being so tired I could hardly see straight, I was smiling, and Maggie Lauder had never sounded so tuneful in my ears.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I heard the sharp rap on the door only moments before I left my bed. “That’s surprising,” I said to myself. Foolishly, I checked the time, saw the usual six minutes past six and made my unsteady way to the door, picking up my pistol en route.

    When I opened the door, I found a note pinned outside, with the address of a house in the Cowgate and the single letter “D”.

    “Oh, very cryptic, Dora,” I said. “But our mutual friend will have to wait until I am ready to rescue him.”

    I washed and dressed in a leisurely manner, wondering at the difference between this light and airy house and the darkness of the last, ate a simple breakfast and lifted my staff.

    “Now, Mr Swinton,” I said, “let me see how amenable you are to reason.” Stepping across to the mirror, I checked my appearance, brushed a few hairs from my coat, nodded in satisfaction and was about to turn away when I saw the figure standing behind me.

    “What the devil are you doing here?” Thinking it was one of the servants, I turned, prepared to thrash him.

    The room was empty. I fought the shiver that ran down my back. “I have my Bible,” I said firmly. “You can no longer scare me.”

    There was no reply, nothing except my voice resounding in that room. Taking a deep breath, I returned my attention to the mirror, to see the figure behind me, peering over my shoulder.

    “You cannot hurt me,” I said. “You cannot influence me in any way.”

    The figure was not as indistinct as it had once been, for I could now make out features. It was a tall man in a long cloak, with a prominent nose and a pair of stern brown eyes. I knew he was the same man who had entered my dreams in the West Bow, the man who had merged with my mind.

    “I see you,” I said, “but I do not fear you.” With my gaze fixed firmly on the mirror, I stepped backwards until I reached the small table on which I had placed the Bible. Lifting it in my left hand, I held it up. “There, you see? I am protected.”

    I had heard the laughter during the night. That was the first time I heard it in daylight, and although I held the Bible high in the air, the laughter continued, mocking me as I withdrew out of the door and into the outer hall, where weak sunlight streamed through the semi-circular fanlight above the door.

    “We’re still here,” the voice said as I opened the door and blundered outside into the reality of George Street.

    “Are you all right, Doctor?” The hawker stood in a corner, staring at me.

    “I am,” I said. I nearly ran down Hanover Street and climbed the Earthen Mound at such speed that the muscles of my legs complained. When I reached the Lawnmarket, the world had awakened with harsh voices, the cheerful clatter of traffic and a riot of colour.

    Gripping my staff firmly, I avoided the steep slope of the Bow and descended a dark wynd into the chasm of the Cowgate, with its bitter memories of the death of Ruth Anderson. I had walked only 100 yards when I rechecked the address, and stopped, with the breath catching in my throat.

    I was outside the exact door where the coach had run Ruth down, the close where Weir had lived before he moved to the West Bow. I am no doubter of coincidences, but this was one too many.

    “Oh, dear God in heaven,” I said softly. For a moment, I contemplated walking on, leaving Swinton to his fate, but that would ruin my plan. I had gone to great lengths to ensure I could manipulate him, and I would not allow a long-dead man spoil them, for I was now confident that Sandy was correct and Thomas Weir, in some form or other, was influencing me.

    With my heart hammering, I gripped the Bible firmly within my pocket as I entered the stinking close and negotiated the turnpike stairs to the third floor. I heard raised voices behind a door, male and female. Without hesitating, I pushed inside, to see Swinton lying on a filthy bed, trying to cover his nakedness as two harpies of the lowest possible type screeched at him. Swinton looked terrified, as well he might in that company, and I swear he had been weeping.

    “Dr Elliot! How are you here?” Swinton’s voice was strained.

    “Mr Smith!” I shouted. “What the devil is this?”

    The women screamed vituperation from poisonous tongues and swung wildly at me with nails like filthy claws. A few months earlier, I would have recoiled at such devil women, but my time in the West Bow had hardened me.

    “Get away from me, you vile creatures!” I swung my staff at them, enjoying the thrill of contact. “Leave that man alone! He is a gentleman!”

    “A gentleman, is he?” the closer of the women, a wild-haired monster with a gaunt face, screamed. “He owes us for last night!”

    “Owes you?” I held my staff ready for any fresh assault.

    “He hasnae paid us for last night,” the second woman, a skeletal-thin girl who might have reached her 14th winter, said, adding a string of obscenities to strengthen her case. “If he doesnae pay we’ll scrape the hide off him!” She went into anatomical details that would have turned a marine’s hair white.

    Swinton stared at me, pale-faced and evidently terrified. “I have to get away, but somebody’s stolen all my money.”

    “I wonder who?” Raising my staff, I faced the harpies. “Never mind, let’s get you out of here.”

    “He hasnae paid,” the younger creature repeated, holding a wickedly-long knife in her hand. “If he doesnae pay I’ll…”

    I did not wait for the details. “How much does he owe?” I asked the women. “Here!” I spun a golden guinea over to them. “Come on, Mr Smith. Let’s get out of here.”

    Bundling up his clothes, Swinton nearly ran from that sordid little room and down the stairs before he paused to drag his clothes on, sobbing.

    “What happened?” I asked him. “How did you end in such a terrible predicament?”

    Swinton looked bemused and embarrassed, as well he might, given the place from where I had rescued him. “I cannot explain it,” he said. “I had a new client visit me at the office, a handsome, well set up gentlewoman who wished to show me her property with a view to having me sell it for her.”

    I listened as we walked along the Cowgate, learning how Dora tricked her gulls. “And what happened, Mr Swinton?”

    “The gentlewoman showed me her property, a fine townhouse in Frederick Street, and I was valuing it when she asked if I wished a glass of claret. I accepted, and the rest is a blur, sir, a blur. I do not recall very much except those two terrible women being with me.”

    I nodded. “I understand, Mr Swinton. Your gentlewoman drugged you. Even the best of gentlemen can fall into the worst of company, purely by misadventure.”

    Swinton shook his head. “I assure you, Mr Elliot, that I was not searching for such women.”

    I nodded. “Some concerned person – I don’t know who – left a note than my friend Mr Smith was at that address.” I stopped as we entered the Grassmarket. “Mrs Swinton will be most concerned that you were out all night.”

    “She will indeed,” Swinton said. “I will hurry to her forthwith.”

    I tapped my staff on the ground. “Then there is the other matter, the most delicate of matters.”

    Swinton looked at me. “What is that, sir? I am afraid I do not understand you.”

    I stopped as a cart rolled past with its wheels lurching on the uneven cobbles. “Your wife, sir. You seem to have spent the night with two unfortunates, two prostitutes. You may have picked up some disease.”

    Swinton stared at me with what remained of the colour draining from his face. “You don’t think that I..?”

    “I do not know, Mr Swinton,” I said. “You have a choice now; you may make a clean breast of things to Mrs Swinton or find an excuse not to expect your marital rights until you know you are free of any contagion.”

    “Oh, my God,” Swinton said as the full enormity of his position came to him.

    “I am not a married man, as you know,” I continued, “but I suggest that confessing everything to Mrs Swinton may hurt her and weaken your marital bonds.”

    Swinton said nothing, shaking his head in wordless horror. As I tapped my staff on the ground, I knew I had him secure in the palm of my hand.

    “Come to the surgery,” I said. “I can recommend a course of mercury pills or a new iodine treatment recommended by a Dublin doctor named William Wallace.”

    “Whatever is best, Doctor.” Swinton sounded faint, as well he might.

    “Come now,” I said, reassuringly. “I can cure you if you trust me. I’ll send my servant to Mrs Swinton with a message that you have had a nasty turn and will be home shortly.”

    I had Swinton where I wanted him. He would be dependent on me until I pronounced him cured, which would be whenever I had Evelyn as my intended, with her father’s blessing.

    “There is one more thing,” I said, casually increasing Swinton’s worries after I had inspected him. “Do you wish me to inform the police?”

    “The police?” Swinton looked even more shocked. “Good God, no!”

    “As you wish.” I withdrew the suggestion immediately. “But they may find out anyway. Somebody has worked out that I was Mr Brown, so they may also know your identity.”

    I let him ponder that for a while, handed him some mercury pills I kept in the surgery and advised he keep them hidden from his wife. “Just in case of complications,” I said. I was quiet as I accompanied Swinton across the North Bridge to the New Town, where the gale had us both staggering.

    Mrs Swinton was all a-fluster when I brought her husband back, explained that he had suddenly been taken ill and needed some time to recover.

    “Oh, Dr Elliot,” she nearly sobbed. “You have proved our saviour yet again.”

    “Nonsense,” I said. “I am caring for one of my patients and a good friend.” I tipped my hat to Evelyn as she appeared at the head of the stairs, waving to me. “Good morning, Miss Swinton.”

    Leaving Swinton in the care of his wife, I returned home, tapping my staff on the ground and humming Maggie Lauder.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I expected Swinton to call into my surgery, and he came the very next day. He arrived with an awkward smile, removing his hat as though to a lord, and not to a man he had pronounced unsuitable for his daughter’s hand.

    I greeted him with a professional smile and an invitation to sit down.

    “Thank you, Dr Elliot,” Swinton said and lapsed into silence.

    I allowed him the luxury of peace, watching him with my eyebrows raised.

    “Dr Elliot,” Swinton said at last. “I owe you an apology. I have done you the gravest of injustices, and I must rectify matters.”

    I waited, enjoying his discomfort. “You have done nothing of the sort, sir,” I said.

    Swinton shifted his feet. “When you asked for my daughter’s hand in marriage, I rejected you.”

    “You did,” I said, heaping coals of fire on his head. “You were acting as any father would do, in the best interests of his daughter. I assure you I bear you no ill-will over the matter and will not bother Miss Swinton again if that is your desire.”

    “This is very embarrassing,” Swinton said. “I am not making myself understood. I have not come to reinforce that decision, but to rescind it, Dr Elliot.” He stood up. “I was mistaken, sir, vastly mistaken. When I was at my lowest ebb, in despair, contemplating ending my life, sir, you stepped in and pulled me from the abyss. I owe you more than I can ever repay.” Swinton shook his head. “Why, Dr Elliot, Martin, if I may be so bold, I did you the greatest of injustices, and you responded with nothing but kindness, not once, but twice.”

    I said nothing, savouring his humiliation.

    “Dr Elliot, Martin,” Swinton said. “I withdraw my previous words and fully give my permission for you to court our Evelyn, and there’s my hand on it.” When Swinton held out his paw, I could see he was shaking, as was to be expected, for, in essence, he had sold his daughter. If I had been purse-pinched and unable to lift his financial troubles, Mr Swinton would never have agreed to transfer her care to me.

    “You are a gentleman, sir,” I said, shaking his hand heartily, “and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I assure you that, should Evelyn agree to my proposal, I shall treat her with the same respect you do.” As a chattel to be sold to the highest bidder.

    “That is all any father could ask.” Swinton had not yet released my hand. “Sir, you have saved me. You arrived like a guardian angel.”

    “I am no angel,” I said truthfully.

    “You are,” Swinton said. “I swear that you are.”

    I did not argue a second time, although inwardly I wondered what colour my wings would be if ever I were to achieve angelic status. Would they be red to reflect the flames of hell? Or black to show the colour of my soul?

    The thought of fire brought that old image into my mind. I was sitting alone, unable to move as first the smoke and then the flames rose around me. I felt the heat rise to unbearable heights and wriggled and writhed to escape. There were voices in the background, somebody laughing, others cheering, and the sound of crackling as wood expanded and exploded in the heat. I could hear somebody singing in the background, the song familiar as it mocked my predicament.

    “Dr Elliot?” Swinton was leaning over me, his face concerned. “Dr Elliot? Martin, are you all right?”

    I pulled back from my torment. I had experienced that vision frequently, but never in company. “Yes, thank you.” I raised a wan smile. “I am tired. I must have been overdoing things.”

    “Yes,” Swinton said. “Yes, that must be it. You need a rest, I think.”

    I put on a brave smile. “I have too much work to do.” I hid my worry, for I had hoped these burning nightmares would end when I left the house in the West Bow.

    “You work too hard, my boy.” Swinton was all smiles and good fellowship now. I often found that, of course. People were inclined to friendship with men who could further their ambitions, which makes one doubt the sincerity and depth of such attachments. “I am a plain-speaking man,” Swinton said, which I rather doubted as solicitors worked with legal terminology that only other lawyers could decipher, “and I will say that I have always liked you.”

    I bowed at these words, knowing them to be as false as a politician’s promise. “Thank you, sir,” I said.

    He shook my hand again, jerking my arm as if it were the handle of a reluctant pump. “I will do everything in my power to encourage Evelyn to agree to your request, my boy.”

    “Thank you, sir,” I said. I had Swinton wrapped around my finger, thanks to my staff. “Now, Mr Swinton, I would like to examine you again, to see if there are any burgeoning signs of disease.” I enjoyed his dismay. “Pray lower your clothing.”

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    It was a small step from receiving Mr Swinton’s permission to approach Evelyn to physically asking her. I had resolved on a romantic approach, something to appeal to Evelyn’s love of the dramatic, or at least to her liking for Walter Scott’s novels. I had no intention of dressing up in Highland fripperies as in Rob Roy or wearing a suit of armour, such as featured in Ivanhoe, but I did think of a romantic spot to propose.

    I needed to present a token of my affection, so scoured the shops. At one time, there were tiny shops named locken – or locked - booths opposite St Giles Kirk, but city improvements had cleared them away. The name survived in Edinburgh’s Luckenbooth brooches, which sweethearts frequently presented as love tokens. I had no knowledge of such things, so I made enquiries before my purchase. These Luckenbooth brooches have been popular in Edinburgh since the 16th century for, as well as a declaration of undying love, they protected against the evil eye and malevolent spirits. Such an all-encompassing piece of jewellery could only be welcome, so I chose the most expensive I could find. I liked a piece with two intertwined silver hearts surrounding a diamond and ruby, surmounted by a crown garnished with a small garnet.

    “That’s a fine piece of craftsmanship,” I said when I viewed my selection.

    “Your young lady will prize it highly,” the seller said.

    “Do you have it in gold?” I asked, and he shook his head.

    “No, sir. They are traditionally silver.”

    “Then silver it shall be,” I said, parting with the purchase price and adding a few shillings in the spirit of generosity.

    “If you don’t mind me saying so, sir…” The jeweller leaned across his counter to speak in a conspiratorial whisper. “When your union is blessed with children and the lady’s time draws near and her baby is due, you can pin this brooch to her petticoats at her left thigh. It eases the pangs of childbirth.”

    “Ah,” I said, wondering if I could add that information to my medical knowledge.

    “It also ensures a steady supply of breast milk,” the jeweller said. “If you place it on that part of her body.”

    “Thank you,” I said solemnly. “Is there anything else?”

    “Yes, indeed,” the jeweller said. “When the blessed arrival comes, pin the brooch to the baby’s shawl, and the fairies will not transport him away.”

    “Thank you,” I said solemnly.

    “One final thing.” The jeweller seemed reluctant to part with his creation. “You will notice I have placed a single garnet within the crown.”

    “I noticed,” I said.

    “Garnets influence the heart,” the jeweller said. “They show the constancy of a man towards his intended.”

    I left the shop filled with new knowledge, and wondering at the superstition I met in every corner of this city. I had known such beliefs since childhood in the depths of Teviotdale but had expected the capital city to be more enlightened. It seems that Christian piety and the triumphs of rational thought were only a surface covering on much deeper, vastly older beliefs.

    I shrugged, tapped my staff on the ground and made steps for the New Town, where such simple superstitions could have no hold. With the brooch in my pocket, I called for Evelyn, bowed as if she were the Queen of Sheba and invited her to stroll with me.

    “Why, of course, sir,” Evelyn accepted with a graceful curtsey that did not hide the sparkle in her eyes. “Where are you taking me?”

    “Out,” I said, and left her to make what she liked out of that. I had hired a gig for the day, took the ribbons and drove south of the city and on to the ancient romantic ruin of Craigmillar Castle. There, in the shadow of a place once used by Mary, Queen of Scots, I knelt on one knee and proposed.

    “My dear Evelyn,” I said, looking into her eyes. “Will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?”

    “Yes,” Evelyn said simply, and that was the matter resolved, there and then. She examined her brooch. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

    I helped pin it on her breast, with much giggling and not a little fondling. One must take whatever opportunities one can.

    With that little formality out of the way, all we had to do was inform the Swintons and make the arrangements for the wedding. The first part was easy, with both parents expecting nothing else, and once they had made all the correct noises and Mrs Swinton had nearly swooned with happiness, she advised the servants of her daughter’s new elevated status. They crowded around, of course, admiring the brooch and wishing the young mistress all the luck in the world.

    “Tomorrow,” I proclaimed, “we will look at churches and decide which one we will grace with our wedding.”

    “Yes,” Evelyn agreed at once, and then, being a woman, changed her mind and began the process of changing me from the raw man she claimed to love to the husband she hoped I would become.

    “First,” Evelyn said with a smile, “we’ll look at your house. At last, I’ll see the property in which I will live as a married woman.”

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    I had no fear of showing Evelyn my abode, for my New Town house was everything that a woman could desire. On the corner of George Street and Hanover Street, it had a basement for the servants, a ground floor in which Evelyn decided I should have my surgery and an upper floor in which we would live after our marriage. Even better, in Evelyn’s opinion, we were only a short walk from Queen Street and her parents’ house.

    As soon as I had stepped in the door, I had felt as if I belonged. I felt that I was coming back to myself, which made no sense at all to the rational, scientific side of my brain, while my old, misunderstood, irrational side danced for joy in some primitive fashion.

    With such a prestigious address, and Evelyn pushing all her parents’ friends towards me, my list of patients proliferated. After only a week of Evelyn’s encouragement, I was challenging Charles for patient numbers and after three weeks, I had overtaken him. Every few evenings, I visited the New Wig Club and each time left with a sizeable addition to my purse. Naturally, I did not inform Evelyn of my nocturnal activities, for she was already fulfilling her purpose, and I did not need to include her in other aspects of my life.

    “Your fortunes have certainly improved,” Evelyn said, as I came to her door dressed in the very best clothes available.

    “Indeed they have,” I agreed.

    Evelyn and I promenaded along Edinburgh’s most fashionable streets, met the most prestigious people, danced at the Assembly Rooms and sat in the best seats in the theatre. Life was better than I had ever imagined. Even my patients helped. Rather than men and women crawling with lice who paid in stolen coppers, I treated gentlemen for gout and ladies in delicate conditions who paid in gold and were grateful to be seen by the most fashionable doctor in town.

    “I think I should buy a carriage,” I said to Evelyn one Saturday evening as we returned from the theatre in Shakespeare Square.

    “A dog-cart?” Evelyn asked.

    “Good God, no.” I shook my head at the idea. “A coach and pair, at least.”

    “You’ve changed, Martin.” Evelyn looked at me sideways, perhaps with new respect in her eyes. “You were not like this when first we met on Granton beach.”

    “I remember,” I said. “I was a callow youth, wasn’t I?”

    “That was only six months ago,” Evelyn reminded me.

    “Is that all it was?” I laughed at the memory, twirling my staff. “It seems like a different life. I could not imagine swimming from Granton to Cramond Island now.”

    “Or running through Queen Street Pleasure Gardens, laughing with me?” Evelyn said.

    I shivered. “It wasn’t dignified, was it?” I said. “Hardly the correct behaviour for a man in my station.”

    “Perhaps not,” Evelyn said, “but it was fun.”

    Raising my staff, I hailed a cab, pushing in front of a shabby-looking fellow with a limp.

    “That gentleman was before us,” Evelyn pointed out.

    I laughed. “He’s barely a gentleman. We are more important than he will ever be.”

    Evelyn frowned. “But Martin…”

    “Come on, my girl.” I pushed Evelyn into the cab. “George Street,” I told the driver. “And quick about it.”

    Evelyn was very quiet on the journey home, and although I offered to introduce her to my latest French wines, she declined brusquely and had the driver take her to Queen Street. “I want to go home,” Evelyn said and clamped her mouth shut on further conversation.

    After Evelyn’s rejection, I was not in the best of tempers when I stepped into my house, to find my manservant half asleep in my chair in the living room.

    “What’s the meaning of this, by God?” Naturally, I tipped him off the chair and on to the floor, where he sprawled in some confusion. “Did I give you permission to sit in my chairs?”

    “No, sir,” he looked up at me.

    “Then stay off them!” Placing my foot on his chest, I pushed down hard. “Now get to your room.” Only then did I become aware of the maid watching me from the open door. “And what are you staring at?”

    As the girl scrambled away, I landed a solid kick on my man’s backside, resolved to get rid of him as soon as I could find a replacement, and poured myself a healthy drink. I still favoured claret, although exposure to the Old Town had given me rather a taste for highland Ferintosh, with French brandy when the mood was on me. That night, after Evelyn’s unaccountable moodiness, I punished the bottles rather heavily and had no bad dreams.

    I felt better the next day, once I had put both servants out on the street and hired a couple of replacements, a man in his early twenties with shoulders like an ox and a lively young girl with dancing eyes and the figure of Venus.

    “You.” I pointed to the man, Walter as he called himself although I was damned if I could be bothered to remember his name. “If you enter my living quarters without my express permission I’ll end your employment without a reference.”

    “Yes, sir,” Walter said, too smoothly for my liking. He gave a small bow.

    “And you.” I pointed my walking cane at the girl. “What the devil is your name again?”

    “Amanda, if it pleases you, sir.” The girl gave a prim little curtsey that did not match her bold eye. I knew then that she was one to watch.

    “It pleases me if you do as I say,” I growled. “You are to keep my rooms clean and tidy at all times, do you hear?”

    “Yes, sir.” Another curtsey, another bold look from under demurely lowered eyelashes.

    “But if you value the skin on your backside,” I said, “do not touch my staff.”

    Amanda-if-it-pleased-me looked at my carved staff. “No, sir,” she said.

    “Right, be off with you,” I said, watching as Amanda swayed away.

    I had a short surgery that day. My male patients were a young man with a swollen finger and a gentleman with a delicate disease that he swore he had caught from his wife. My female patients included one lady who needed nothing more than company and reassurance and two young women who wanted to meet the new doctor in town. I gave them all the very best of my attention, took their money and closed up my practice.

    “I’m going out,” I said to Walter.

    “Yes, sir.” He bowed again.

    After Evelyn’s strange behaviour, I was less inclined to visit the churches for our wedding, but there was little choice. A wife would further my image of a respectable member of society, and that meant going through with the ridiculous farce of a wedding.

    Or did it?

    I did not know from where the idea came.

    I could elope or merely live in sin. As I left my house to cross Hanover Street, I tapped my staff on the ground. Eloping would solve a multitude of problems, as well as saving me the uncomfortable experience of standing at the altar before the gaze of a congregation of damned hypocrites.

    No. I shook my head. People had to view me as a conventional, traditional married man. Edinburgh expected such a thing, and in Edinburgh, appearances mattered more than reality. With that decided, I set about finding a suitable location for our wedding.

    The Tron Kirk is ancient, with a steeple that is a significant landmark. I must have passed it 50 times without ever entering, and now I wondered if I could marry there, as Evelyn wanted an old church. I struggled with the idea before nerving myself to enter.

    Why was I nervous about entering a church? I had grown up in a God-fearing family and had survived thousands of Sunday services by the banks of the Teviot. Only when I left home for Glasgow University did I slide away from the kirk, and when both my parents died, my church attendance ended completely. Hefting my staff, I pushed open the door and stood at the entrance. I tried to step inside and stopped.

    I could go no further. My feet would not obey my brain’s orders.

    “What the devil!” I stepped back and tried again, with the same result.

    Whatever I did, I could not enter the Tron Kirk.

    “Come in, man!” A kirk elder stood by the pews a few steps inside. “You’re letting all the cold out!”

    Although I tried to move, my muscles refused to operate. I stood as if paralysed, with the elder looking concerned. “Are you sick?” An elderly man dressed in sober grey, he hurried to me. “Come in and sit down.”

    “I can’t,” I said. I had never experienced anything like it before, complete paralysis of my limbs, preventing me from moving even an inch.

    The elder put his arm around my shoulders. “I’ll help you,” he said. “Just allow me to help.”

    Perhaps he had some spiritual strength that I lacked, for with his touch I could step into the church, although my head began to spin and I felt nauseous. Escorting me to a pew, the elder bent over me.

    “You’re safe in the Lord’s house now,” he said. “I’ll fetch you a drink of water.”

    I may have been in the Lord’s house, but I was an unwanted guest with nausea rising in my throat and a terrible noise, like the rushing of a thousand birds, filling my head. I could not remain in that place, so the instant the elder left, I staggered to the door and into the street again. Immediately I did so, the power returned to my limbs, and I walked away as quickly as I could.

    I stopped at a dram shop, forgoing my favoured claret for a whisky. The denizens were not used to having a gentleman in their establishment until somebody whispered that I was a doctor, and immediately they told me their various ailments as if I was their family physician. I stayed only a few moments, gave some free advice, suggested the rest could attend my surgery on the morrow and escaped, slightly refreshed if still concerned.

    If the Tron would not have me, then I would try the High Kirk. With whisky-confidence coursing through my veins, I strode toward St Giles, which stands in the centre of the High Street, grey, defiant and so old one can feel the history seeping from every stone.

    Holding on to my confidence, I pushed open the massive iron-studded wooden doors and stepped inside. Or rather, I tried to. Although I pushed forward with my left leg, and then my right, I could no more enter that church than I could fly to the moon. It felt as though some invisible barrier had sprung up between me and the interior. I could see inside St Giles. I could see half a dozen people on the pews and the minister standing talking to one of the kirk elders, but whatever I did, I could not enter.

    I blasphemed quietly and then with more force as the unseen power prevented me from stepping one inch inside St Giles.

    “Let me in!” I yelled. “For God’s sake, let me in!”

    The minister stepped forward with a concerned frown on his face. I could see his mouth working as he spoke, and I could see the elder turning to face me, yet I could hear nothing except the roaring that filled my ears, rather like the beating of a thousand wings, a powerful waterfall, or a huge fire.

    The closer the minister came, the louder was the roaring, until it became too much for me to bear. I turned away and ran down the High Street with the breath burning in my lungs and the burghers of the city staring at my distress. I was nearly at Holyrood Palace before I stopped, leaned against the wall of Queensberry House, that asylum of destitution, and gasped to regain my strength.

    “Are you all right, sir?” The man looked about 80, with one eye and one leg missing. I immediately knew that he was an old soldier, and expected some whine about being a veteran of Waterloo or Maida or some such decades-old battle.

    “I’m perfectly well,” I snarled.

    “Here,” the oldster offered me a drink from a small bottle. “Have a sip. It’s all I have.”

    The whisky was pure kill-me-deadly that burned my throat all the way down. I had a couple of swallows and decided that was enough for anybody. The veteran seemed to understand, for he sloped off, round-shouldered, into one of the wynds, leaving me still panting on the border between the city and the environs of the royal park.

    What had happened? I asked myself the question as I blundered on, walking into the park where a hundred workmen were carving out a path around the red cliffs of Salisbury Crags. I had tried to enter two different churches, and both had repelled me. I swore, softly and then with increasing force. God himself had rejected me, for some inscrutable reason of his own.

    I stood at the base of the Crags, watching the labourers toil to earn themselves a pittance, and I tapped my staff on the ground. “Well then,” I told myself. “If God does not want me, then I do not want him.”

    As I spoke, there was a loud rumble from the Crags, and a huge section of rock broke from the cliffs and rolled down the steep slope towards me. I remained static, knowing that even if God had rejected me, some other power would protect me. The rocks tumbled and hammered down the slope, with the foremost coming to a halt only three feet from where I stood.

    “Was that you speaking to me, God?” I asked. “Was that you expressing your anger with me for gambling and drinking?”

    The dust of the rockfall settled without any supernatural agency replying to me. I walked into King’s Park, tapping my staff on the ground and shaking with a mixture of fear, guilt and anger. I was fearful that I had angered God to such an extent that He could deny me access to His holy place. I was also guilty that I had let Him, and generations of my family, down, and angry that anybody, mortal or immortal, should treat me in such a manner.

    Well then, Lord God, if you would not allow me into your blessed building, I would marry Evelyn elsewhere, for I needed a wife to create a mask in this city where a veneer of respectability was required to conceal the dark underbelly. Reaching St Margaret’s Loch, beneath the ruined old chapel of St Anthony, I stopped again, swinging my staff in frustration.

    “Damn it all,” I thought as my original plan of elopement returned in force. If need be, I would throw Evelyn over my shoulder and flee with her to Gretna Green. The romance of the abduction of a willing bride would hardly reduce my reputation. More likely the reverse in a city that revered the novels of Sir Walter Scott.

    By God, that would be fun!

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    I heard the footsteps as I lay in bed, in the half-awake-half-asleep state that often brings ideas and strange fancies. Opening the drawer beside my bed, I lifted my pistol. Knowing it was already loaded, I cocked both hammers and slid out of bed.

    Footsteps in the house meant one of two things: either Walter or Amanda was wandering around at night, or there was an intruder. I wished neither, so stealthily opened the door and slipped outside my bedroom. The house was in darkness, with only the fading embers of the sitting room fire providing a modicum of light as I padded from room to room, pistol ready to blast any impudent intruder. YORLING

    I saw the shadow as I entered the drawing-room. It was a glimpse, nothing more, and I whirled around, pointing my pistol. There was nothing there, only darkness outside the faint glow of the fire. I shook my head; how could I see a shadow in the dark? The idea was ludicrous, yet I was convinced it had happened.

    Withdrawing into the darkest corner of the room, I waited, listening for footsteps or the sound of breathing, looking for a flicker of movement. There was only stillness. I was alone in that room. Walking to each corner in turn, I pointed my pistol at the darkness, nodding as I reassured myself there was nobody there.

    I knew my house would be a natural target for thieves. My fame as a successful practitioner had spread, and my luck in the New Wig Club was known among a particular sector of Edinburgh’s society. The criminal class would soon learn where I lived, and I did not doubt that they would be wild to rob me. That was the price of success.

    Lighting a candle by the last embers of the fire, I placed it in a brass candlestick, held it in my left hand and continued my patrol. The yellow light created darting shadows along the walls, made tables into crouching lions and chairs into waiting murderers. Twice I thought I saw figures waiting in the corner of a room, and each time I was mistaken. One was a folded curtain and the other my staff, leaning where I had left it. I tested the front door and the shutters and all was secure.

    My house had three storeys and once I had satisfied myself that the upper and ground floors were clear, I stepped on to the stairs to the basement. As in all the houses of the New Town, the stairs leading to the servants’ quarters in the basement were functional rather than decorative, with plain metal railings and no walnut bannister.

    The candle bounced light along the walls, leading me downwards into a chillier atmosphere. I knew that a burglar would have little reason to visit the servants’ quarters, for there was little there to steal, but I reasoned that he might be hiding there. I grunted – perhaps it was no burglar but an illicit nighttime visitor for the bold-eyed Amanda with the swivelling hips. I checked the kitchen first, finding all in order and the shutters correctly locked.

    By that time, I was reasonably confident that my imagination had taken control, and there was no intruder in the house. I opened Walter’s door quietly and allowed the candlelight to penetrate. Walter was on his face, sleeping alone. Closing the door, I checked Amanda’s room.

    “Who’s there?” Two terrified eyes stared at me. “Walter, is that you?”

    “It’s only me.” I had no desire to frighten my servants. “Dr Elliot. I thought I heard somebody.”

    “It will be the ghost.” Amanda blinked in the candlelight, with one hand shielding her eyes.

    “The ghost?” I placed the candlestick on Amanda’s table, beside the basin and ewer, and sat on her chair, close enough to be seen while at a sufficient distance to maintain decency. “What ghost?”

    “The ghost in the cellar, sir.” Amanda pulled her knees up to her chest, still lying in bed.

    “There’s no ghost.” I tried to sound reassuring, for I had no reason to dislike the young creature. “I’ll look into the cellar, Amanda. Get back to sleep.” I patted her shoulder and left the room.

    There were two cellars in the basement. In one, I stored wine and food, while the other was mostly empty, for I had not lived in the house long enough to accumulate a collection of unwanted objects. Shining my candle into the stone chamber, I ascertained that nobody was hiding inside, shut the door and entered the wine cellar.

    “Is anybody here?” I lifted the candle, watching the shadows play among the bottles and stored flour, bread and meal. Strangely, I could nearly understand why Amanda thought this cellar haunted, for there was a chill in the air that the previous chamber lacked, while my voice echoed from the rough stone walls.

    I stood alone, allowing the atmosphere to wrap around me, nearly enjoying the sensation of fear. But why fear? There was nothing in this room to cause anxiety. For a moment, I pondered snuffing the candle and standing alone in the dark, as I had done as a child when I wished to test my courage. Shaking my head at such a strange fancy, I examined the walls, where the builder had slapped on the black-speckled mortar between rough-hewn stones.

    Satisfied that there were no spirits, I left the cellar, checked that the basement and garden doors were both locked and returned to Amanda’s room. She was lying awake, as I had expected.

    “There is no intruder,” I said, uncocking my pistol. “And no ghosts. You can sleep sound.”

    “Thank you, sir.” Again Amanda’s wide eyes stared at me. I winked at her and withdrew.

    When I returned to my bedroom, the candlelight caught my image in the mirror, although I would not have recognised myself. Some trick of the flame gave me a more prominent nose, and I swear I was walking with a pronounced stoop. When I looked directly at myself, I gasped, for it was not my face that stared back at me but that of an older, hollow-cheeked man.

    “Dear God!” I said. In stepping back, I dropped the candle, which rolled on the floor, sending flickering light around the room. When I picked it up, the image in the mirror was gone, and my reflection stared back at me, slightly pale and with dishevelled hair.

    “Imagination,” I told myself. “I need a tonic or some fresh air.” I returned to bed, placed the pistol in its drawer and was about to blow out the candle when I hesitated. “I’ll leave it lit tonight,” I decided. “And tomorrow I’ll close the surgery early and walk up Arthur’s Seat. Fresh air will clear my head and chase away all these fantasies.”

    I woke late, with the candle a mess of melted wax, threw back the bedclothes in a foul mood and ate breakfast without a word as Amanda served me quietly.

    “Walter!” I growled. “You did not wind the clocks last night!” I realised both my clocks were silent. “That’s one of your duties.”

    “I did, sir,” Walter said.

    “Listen!” I rose from the table. “Not a sound!” Pulling my gold watch from my waistcoat pocket, I checked the time. “It’s ten minutes after seven, and what does the clock say?”

    “Six minutes after six, sir,” Walter said quietly. “I don’t understand it unless the mechanism is faulty.”

    “What time?” I started. That was the same time as the clock in the West Bow had stopped.

    “Six minutes past six, sir,” Walter said.

    “Did you put the clock at that time?”

    “No, sir,” Walter said.

    “Did you?” I demanded of Amanda, scarcely more gently although she already looked terrified.

    “No, sir! I would never touch your clocks, sir.”

    “Well, somebody has, by God!” I said. “Put them right, Walter, and if you neglect your duties again, I’ll put you on the streets.”

    After the scares of the previous night, that little incident rattled me, so I retired to my surgery with shaking hands. I needed a stiff glass of claret to steady my nerves, and added a little brandy for good measure.

    “What the devil is wrong with me?” I looked in my surgery mirror, glad that it was my own familiar face that peered back. After the church incidents and the upset the previous night, my nerves were stretched beyond the bearable. I could feel myself still shaking, took a deep breath and prepared to meet my first patient.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    “Martin,” Charles said as he stepped inside my house, throwing his hat and cane to Walter. “We must talk.”

    “Of course.” I ushered him into my front room, where sunlight streamed through the tall windows and my new furniture spread across the Persian carpet. “Drink? Brandy, claret or some fine smuggled Ferintosh.”

    “Claret.” Charles settled himself in one of my armchairs. “You are certainly doing well for yourself now, Martin.”

    “Life is taking the course I had hoped,” I said, pouring us generous glasses of claret and resolving not to mention my nighttime scares.

    “I cannot agree with that,” Charles said.

    “Why ever not? We are both successful doctors with thriving practices and a growing social circle,” I said.

    “Cast your mind back only a few months,” Charles said, “when we swam to Cramond Island. Do you remember?”

    “I do,” I said. “The day I met Evelyn.”

    “Before that,” Charles said. “Do you remember our conversation on the island?”

    I drank deeply from my glass. “Yes.”

    “We were going to do good and help people,” Charles said. “What happened?”

    “We are helping people,” I said, smiling. “We’re helping ourselves.”

    “You would never have said that before,” Charles sipped at his claret, with his gaze steady on me.

    I shrugged. “Maybe I have realised that I am as important as anybody else.”

    “You did not become a doctor to enrich yourself,” Charles said. “You’ve changed, Martin, and I worry about you.”

    I could not control my amusement. “Changed? I’m no longer the idealistic young student you knew. I am a doctor now, Charles. If you don’t approve of who I am, then please refrain from visiting. Good day to you.”

    “Martin?” Charles lifted his head. “I think we should discuss this.”

    “There is nothing to discuss,” I told him.

    “As you wish, Martin,” Charles lifted his hat and cane as he left, and I slammed the door behind him. What did I care for his sanctimonious lectures, prosing at me as if he were somebody important? I finished my glass of claret, filled the glass again, drained it and stamped away, shouting at the maid as I left to get the damned place cleaned up.

    Bloody Charles bloody MacNeil! What right did he think he give me orders? I had a good mind to visit his surgery and take a horsewhip to him, the damned scoundrel. I played with that image for a few moments, enjoying the feeling of power I would have, and the pain I would inflict, and then decided I wished something more than mere fantasy.

    The New Benison was open for me, with dice and cards, but I opted instead for a prizefight that people had mentioned. It was not one of the major bare-knuckle competitions between skilled men in the peak of condition. Instead, it was a grudge match between a carter with a foul temper and a blacksmith with a herculean stature and the face of a young Greek god. YORLING

    “Welcome, Doctor,” the Honourable Peter greeted me with a smile.

    “Thank you.” After Charles’s gloomy words, the churches’ rejection and Evelyn’s moodiness, it was refreshing to be somewhere I was wanted.

    “Good afternoon, Doctor.” Lady Clarinda gave me her best smile as she stood beside me at the front of the makeshift ring. “I wondered if you would be here.”

    I lifted my hat politely, as one must do to the aristocracy, even when we meet in the most unlikely places. “Good afternoon, your Ladyship,” I said.

    “Who are you betting on?” The contest took place at the back of Blackford Hill, south of the city.

    “The carter,” I said, after only a glance at the pugilists. They were stripped for action and sitting on the knee of their seconds.

    “The blacksmith is the larger and more powerful.” Lady Clarinda ran an appreciative eye over the torso of the blacksmith. “Quite an impressive figure of a man, and so handsome.” I could hear the naked desire in her voice.

    “It is that handsome face that will prove his nemesis,” I said. “Look at my man.” The carter was smaller, lighter and more wiry than muscular, but there was a force within him that the placid blacksmith lacked. “If he can channel his temper into aggression, he will win.” I had good odds on the 10 guineas I put on the carter and stepped back to watch the fight. I was only slightly surprised when Lady Clarinda came so close to me that I could feel the heat from her body and hear her short, panting breath. I knew that blood sports – and pugilism was nothing if not a blood sport – excited some women. Evidently, Lady Clarinda was of that ilk. Well, that was nothing to me – any personable woman was welcome to press her hips against mine whenever she chose.

    When the pugilists came up to scratch, the blacksmith loomed half a head taller and much broader than his opponent. However, the carter was the livelier and looked more pugnacious.

    “Now we’ll see,” Lady Clarinda said as the blacksmith opened the contest with a wild swing that would have taken my carter’s head off his shoulders had he not ducked. The carter retaliated by boring in with three jabs that bounced off the blacksmith’s ribs as if they were pats from a kitten.

    “My man is much the stronger,” Lady Clarinda said.

    “And much the more clumsy,” I responded as my carter landed a facer that spread drops of blood from the blacksmith’s nose. “There’s the claret flowing.”

    I saw the excitement in Lady Clarinda’s eyes as she watched the blacksmith shake his head, spraying his blood on to the audience. “Get him, Blacksmith!” She raised her voice, so it carried clearly to the fighters, encouraging her fancy to launch a two-fisted attack that drove back the carter half a dozen paces. The carter rested a while on the ropes, ducking, dodging and weaving as the blacksmith’s great fists whooshed through the air all around him. It was only a matter of time before one made contact, and when it did, the carter fell like a stone.

    “Well done, Blacksmith!” Lady Clarinda called, looking at me in triumph.

    “The fight is not over yet,” I warned, for I understood the tenacity of my man. If his will matched his frame, the carter would recover quickly and be all the more aggressive in his pugilism.

    The corner-men revived the carter with smelling salts and cold water, glowered at the posing blacksmith and pushed their man back into the ring, to the cheers of the crowd. Although financial gain by gambling was the excuse for this prizefight, most of the fancy enjoyed watching two courageous men battering each other senseless. They wanted claret – blood – and plenty of it. They cheered whenever a punch landed, and blood flowed, laughed when one of the carter’s blows knocked a tooth from the blacksmith’s jaw and watched in glee whenever a man fell to the bloodied turf.

    After two hours of courage and carnage, it was evident that both men were tiring. Their movements were slower, their punching less crisp and they took longer to recover from a blow.

    “We’re nearly done now,” I said. “One more round.” I studied both combatants, then tapped my staff on the ground. “My man will win.”

    “Your man’s face is all smashed up,” Lady Clarinda said. She was correct. The blacksmith landed few punches, but when one made contact, the force caused considerable damage. A swelling purple bruise hid the carter’s left eye, his nose was spread all over his face, and I could see his left cheekbone was broken.

    On the other hand, the carter had landed so many body blows that the blacksmith was barely able to move. I estimated that three, if not four, of his ribs, were broken and others cracked or bruised.

    When the carter fell again, the crowd gave more of a groan than a roar, with few expecting him to rise. He surprised them all by returning to the mark, blinking through a film of blood as he strove to see the blacksmith.

    The end came quickly. As the blacksmith advanced, swinging his massive roundhouse punches, the carter ducked, landed two quick blows, right-left, into his opponent’s damaged ribs, and finished with a tremendous uppercut. I heard the jawbone snap as the blacksmith crumpled.

    “My victory,” I said, and knew by Lady Clarinda’s expression that I had won more than gold after that bout. The moment I collected my winnings, I joined her in her dark closed carriage, with the coachman impassive on his perch. Once again, my Lady proved she was adept at many things and suppler than any woman I had previously met. I did not think of Evelyn that night.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    Although my days were lucrative, my nights continued to be a torment. Every evening, I set the clocks, and every morning the hands pointed to six minutes past six. Whatever I did, however carefully I arranged them, the result was the same. I no longer blamed Walter, for one night I decided to stay awake and watch the long-case clock to see if perhaps there was a conspiracy among the servants to choose that time.

    “I’ll not have servants treat me as a fool,” I said, coming into the living room with my staff in my hand. “By God,” I told myself. “If anybody comes into this room tonight, I’ll have the hide off them.”

    With the servants in bed, I doused the lights and settled into the largest chair in the room. I chose that chair because its high back ensured nobody would see me until it was too late and I would catch them in the act. Tapping the end of my staff in the palm of my hand, I watched the last of the coals settle, and the embers gradually fade from orange to dull red to nothing more than a glimmer.

    I heard the soft footfall of somebody trying to disguise his steps, accompanied by a strange tapping I recognised but could not immediately place. I frowned. I knew that sound – it was the sound my staff made as I walked along the road.

    “Now he’s coming.” I gripped my stick firmly, preparing to swing it at Walter. I smiled without humour, imagining the expression on his face when he saw me waiting. “Come on, man, and see what I’ve got for you.”

    I did not hear the living room door open, only the footsteps that came right up to my chair. I took a deep breath, counted to five and sprang up.

    “Caught you!” I roared, swinging my staff.

    The staff hissed through empty air, nearly unbalancing me.

    “Where are you?” I looked around the room, quickly lit a candle from the embers and held it high. The yellow light pooled around the room, revealing only the furniture. There was no servant there, nothing to account for the footsteps I had heard.

    “Doctor!” The door burst open, and Walter stood there in his nightshirt with a stout cudgel in his hand.

    “Sir? Are you all right, Doctor? I heard you moving about.”

    “I thought I heard somebody,” I said.

    Walter looked around the room. “There’s nobody in here, sir. Perhaps he fled.”

    “Did you pass anybody in the corridor?”

    “No, sir.”

    The maid stepped in then, with her night things loose around her and holding a candle in her left hand and a heavy pewter ladle in her right.

    “Amanda!” I pointed my staff at her. “Did you see anybody out there?”

    She shook her head, close to tears. “No, sir,” she said.

    “You are lying!” I said. “You are both lying. This is a trick, a deception to unsettle my nerves.”

    “No, sir!” Amanda shook her head again, with her blonde ringlets flying around her face.

    “Somebody, one of you two, came into this room,” I said.

    “No, sir,” Walter said steadily. “We heard you shouting and came upstairs directly.”

    I opened my mouth to contradict him but closed it again. I had heard the footsteps before the servants entered the room, and anyway, the door had been closed.

    “You did,” I said. “I must have had a nightmare.” I nodded to them both. “I apologise for miscalling you.”

    The maid looked shocked that I had apologised, while Walter grunted.

    “Do you wish me to search the house, sir?”

    “No,” I said. “No, thank you. I am sure there is no need. You two get back to bed and thank you for responding so quickly.” I watched them leave the room and heard the murmur of their voices as they returned to the basement.

    “Well,” I told myself. “At least the servants won’t move the hands of the clock today. I must have imagined the footsteps.” Shaking my head at the fickle tricks one’s imagination could play; I glanced at the clock to see what time it was.

    Six minutes past six.

    Oh, dear God in heaven!

    Next morning, Walter left my employment. Amanda remained, although she was nearly in tears every time I asked her to enter the wine cellar. She left three days later.

    Servants never remained long in my house, some claiming to have seen or heard a ghost in the basement, and others leaving without any excuse. I tried everything I could to persuade them to stay, doubling the normal wages, allowing them days off, even permitting the male servants to bring their sweethearts home and the females their beaux. That experiment resulted in a drunken rampage that I ended only by throwing the whole lot out of the house at one o’clock in the morning.

    With the house cleared of people, I removed the keys from both the grandfather and grandmother clocks. My reasoning was simple. If nobody wound up the clocks, they could not tick, and I would have a night of undisturbed rest.

    Yet throughout all my problems with servants, I had other, more important things on my mind. One was Evelyn’s and Charles’s increasing coolness towards me, and the other was my inability to enter a church. I knew I must address both if I were to establish myself as the most fashionable doctor in the city. As the lesser of my worries, I put Charles aside temporarily and decided to tackle the question of Evelyn.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    In Edinburgh, one does not need to announce a visit in advance. One merely raps or knocks on the door and walks in, for few houses are locked during daylight hours. I walked into the Swinton’s house with casual ease, for Mrs Swinton to greet me with her usual friendliness, although with a shadow in her eyes.

    “Good afternoon, Martin. I hope you have not come to see Evelyn.”

    “I rather hoped to find her in,” I said, tapping my staff on the floor. “We have not been on the best of terms of late, and I hoped to resolve our differences.”

    Mrs Swinton shook her head. “That is a very laudable ambition, Dr Elliot, for Evelyn has been moping around as if her world had ended. However, she is out at present. I believe she is visiting Elaine, her older sister.”

    “Ah, thank you.” I bowed. “That is unfortunate. Pray tell her that I called.”

    I was slightly discomfited when I left the house, for I had wished to talk to Evelyn, but I could walk faster without her, and Arthur’s Seat was still available. There was a drizzle when I walked down the Canongate, past the old Palace of Holyroodhouse and on to the rough ground around Arthur’s Seat, the 800-foot high hill that overlooks Edinburgh. I don’t mind the rain, and that afternoon it suited my mood as I followed the Radical Road, the road that the unemployed were building around the base of the Salisbury Crags. They were not working today, so nobody disturbed my perambulation as I turned into the old duelling ground of Hunter’s Bog and the path up to Arthur’s Seat itself.

    Twice I thought I saw somebody following me. I knew I was foolish, for there was no reason for such a thing to happen. Sandy did not need to dog me, as he could walk into my surgery at any time. I increased my pace, nearly marching into the drizzle that altered into thick, drifting mist as I climbed higher. Sheep moved around here, but I was a Borderer so I understood them. Their bleating, distorted by the mist, did not distract me any more than the sudden gleam of their eyes. The footsteps continued behind me, with the occasional glimpse of a figure. Twice I turned around to peer through the mist, and each time I thought I saw him, waiting, or ducking behind one of the wind-battered bushes that line the rough track.

    “Sandy!” I shouted. “Is that you?” The mist distorted my voice, so it sounded flat, with neither timbre nor resonance. The man made no response.

    Although the King’s Park and Arthur’s Seat is right beside the capital city, it can be a lonely place when the weather is foul. When the unemployed were destroying the magnificent red cliffs of Salisbury Crags to earn their pittance, the park echoed with the clatter of picks and the hoarse sound of their voices, but when they were gone, only the bleat of sheep and the call of wild birds disturbed the silence. I knew that, if any man were following me, there was no help up here. I was alone.

    Gripping my staff firmly, I increased my speed. Having been brought up around the Border Hills, I fancied myself better at hill-craft than any city-bred townie and deliberately made noise, so my dogger would follow, then I stepped off the path to the greasy ground at the side. Here, the grass muffled the sound of my feet, and the mist shrouded my shape. Moving swiftly, I took 15 long steps and halted to listen.

    My pursuer continued up the path, with his feet urgent, sliding on the loose stones, scuffing as he tried to catch me but unable to see much in the murk. I allowed him two minutes to get ahead before I returned to the path. Now I had a choice. I could hurry back to Edinburgh and leave my mysterious follower to flounder on the path, chasing shadows, or I could follow him and see who he was.

    Although the first was the sensible option, I chose the second. I wished to find out who the devil was following me, Sandy or somebody else. Remembering the days of my early youth, when I used to dodge the gamekeepers to poach the tributaries of the River Teviot, I walked as quietly as I knew how in the wake of my erstwhile pursuer. The mist grew ever thicker as we climbed higher, the man in front evidently wild to catch me, while I was equally keen to find him. I saw him ahead now, a smudged figure in a flowing coat, sliding as he trudged up. I stopped when he stopped, and I saw him try to peer from side to side, searching for me in the murk.

    When he moved, I also moved, keeping the same distance between us.

    We reached a broader part of the path, where a mound rises another 15 feet or so to afford the best of views on favourable days and nothing at all that day.

    “Halloa!” I shouted. “What the devil do you mean by following me?”

    When the man turned around, I still could not make out who he was. Enveloped by a voluminous cloak, he had pulled his hat down over his face and turned his collar up against the weather. For an instant, I thought it was the large-nosed man I had seen in the mirror, and then a shift of wind cleared the mist.

    “You!” I stepped back in surprise. “Outerston!”

    “You ruined me!” Outerston said. “You took everything I had. Every penny, every possession.”

    “You gambled and you lost.” I gripped my staff tightly, prepared to defend myself. “Why are you following me?”

    “I’m going to destroy you,” Outerston said. “I’m going to expose you for the charlatan you are.”

    “By following me?” I laughed out loud. “You’re a fool, Outerston.”

    “You’re no doctor,” Outerston said. “You’re a gambler, a rake, a member of the fast set.”

    “As were you,” I reminded.

    “I am no hypocrite!” Outerston was close to tears, or perhaps to violence. I was not sure which.

    Perhaps it was because I laughed again that Outerston lunged at me. I stepped aside. “Go home, Outerston,” I said. “Go home.”

    “I have no home!” he screamed, waving his fists as he launched a blundering attack that would have been laughable even in a school playground. I sidestepped with ease, laughing as he floundered around in his rage.

    “You gambled and you lost,” I taunted, waiting for his next rush, dodging aside and waiting again. I had no fear of him, for a man in his mental state posed a threat only to himself. Rather, I enjoyed his anguish. I remembered the old Border rhyme when Johnnie Armstrong approached King James V for a pardon, only for the king to order him hanged.

     
      
       
       “I have asked for grace at a graceless face,

       But there is nane for my men and me.”

      

     

    

    I was the man with the graceless face as I tormented that unhinged fellow who swore, ranted and raved at me on the mist-shrouded slopes of Arthur’s Seat, flapping his fists in clumsy attacks that availed him nothing. After a few moments, however, I tired of it all, for tormenting a fool is poor entertainment.

    “Begone now,” I said, pushing Outerston away. “I will have nothing to do with you.”

    “I will not!” He rushed at me again, with his fists working like windmills in a gale. Laughing, I turned my back and strode up the hill into the mist, hearing him cursing me for everything he could think of and resorting to pure obscenity when his vocabulary failed.

    The mist thickened then, clinging to me like a grey blanket, obscuring anything more than 10 paces distant and distorting all sounds so that the bleating of a sheep could have been from two feet or 200 feet. It was only by the merest chance that I kept on the correct path and reached the summit without any mishap. The peak thrust out of the mist, an ocean of clarity enclosed within a grey cocoon.

    Outerston stumbled after me, still shouting. He emerged from the mist, hatless and wild-eyed.

    “I’ll kill myself!” he yelled, standing on the edge of the steepest part of the hill. “You’ve left me nothing.”

    “You’re getting very tiresome,” I said. “If you wish to end your life, then do so. I certainly won’t stand in your way.”

    He ran towards me then, shouting something incoherent. I do not know if he intended pushing me over the edge, or if he genuinely wished to commit suicide. Whichever it was, I stepped aside as smartly as I could, Outerston stumbled and plummeted into the abyss. At that point, the summit of Arthur’s Seat is little more than the lip of a cliff and down he fell. I heard his voice for a second or two, a sickening crunch as he landed on the rocks, and then silence save for the bleat of a solitary sheep.

    I cannot describe how I felt at that moment. Relief that it was Outerson and not me that had fallen, guilt that I had been in some measure responsible for his death, sorrow for a wasted life and, underlying all, a thrill of excitement that I could not understand. With my medical training forcing me to care for the sick and injured, I immediately made my way back down the hill but, in the mist, I was unable to locate Outerston’s body. I spent a long hour searching in the scattered rocks and bushes, before returning home to face the rather more pressing problem of what to do about Evelyn.

    It was on the journey back that for some strange reason I thought I felt my staff move beneath my hand. When I looked, I saw a human shape along the shaft, where yesterday there had only been geometrical designs. Wondering how I could be so mistaken, I resumed my walk home, with the words of Maggie Lauder resounding through my head.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I had intended to walk straight home when I left the King’s Park, for I was wet and miserable, and slightly shaken by my encounter with Outerston. I tapped my staff on the ground, and for some reason, changed my mind. It felt as if something guided me along Princes Street to Shakespeare Square.

    I was passing the Theatre Royal when I saw her. Evelyn was wearing a long bottle-green cloak I had never seen before, with her hat at an acute angle, partly concealing her face, yet I would recognise her in a crowd of thousands. I looked for her sister in the street, not knowing what she was like but sure I would see any family resemblance. Instead of one of the Swinton clan, I saw Charles, emerging from the theatre, swinging his stick and with a tall hat on his head.

    I was wondering who to approach first when Charles stepped across to Evelyn and took her arm.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    I cannot describe how I felt seeing my most particular friend with my girl, my intended, my Evelyn, outside the theatre in what was obviously a pre-arranged assignation. Slipping into a doorway, I watched with a mixture of anger and sick despair as they walked down the street together, deep in conversation. My first instinct was to challenge them and demand an explanation.

    No, I told myself. Evelyn and Charles might be innocent of any wrongdoing; their meeting could be the merest coincidence. I fought the sudden rage that consumed me. Should I follow them, as Outerston had followed me? I shook my head. No; that was not the act of a gentleman. Yet although I wished to turn away and leave my suspicions behind, I found myself dogging the pair of them, keeping well back, letting my feet hit the ground the same instant as Charles’s to disguise my footfall.

    Wherever did I learn that trick? It seemed to come as naturally as hugging the shadows and pushing down the brim of my hat.

    Charles and Evelyn were close, walking side by side, occasionally touching each other as they turned corners or passed other people. Each time that happened, I felt a surge of jealousy, although I knew that I was now far richer than Charles and therefore more attractive to women. I could buy and sell him if I wished.

    When the happy couple entered Queen Street I lagged further behind, for the street is broad, with few places in which to hide and if either of them turned around, they could not fail to see me. I waited under the shadow of a tree from the Pleasure Garden as they stopped outside Evelyn's door, and watched as Evelyn opened the door and stepped inside. I nodded grimly, gripping my staff and fought my desire to rush across the road and belabour Charles as he stood. Not only was that man trying to tell me how to live my life, but he was also trying to seduce my girl, and from right under my feet as well.

    Breathing heavily, I turned on my heel and paced the full length of Queen Street before I managed to control my anger. All right then, Charles Roderick MacNeil, I thought, if that’s the underhand game you wish to play, then I understand how the cards are dealt. I returned along Princes Street, tapping my staff on the ground as dark thoughts filled my head. I had dealt with Swinton when he stood in my way, and I would not hesitate to deal with MacNeil as well.

    I was in a foul mood when I got home and not at all prepared to receive visitors. I snarled when somebody knocked loudly at the door and swore when my new servant informed me who it was.

    “There’s a mister Alexander Tait to see you, doctor.”

    “Tell him I am not at home,” I ordered, wondering what else was going to happen that day.

    “That may be truer than you realise.” Sandy pushed past the servant without as much as a by-your-leave. “You’ll have a minute to spare for me, Doctor.”

    “The devil I will,” I responded.

    “The devil you must,” Sandy said seriously. “I don’t think you realise the danger that you are in.”

    “Danger? I am in no danger.” I felt the weight of the pistol in my pocket as I removed my coat. Was Sandy Tait going to try and lecture me as well?

    “I believe you are in the greatest danger imaginable, Doctor Elliot.”

    “Pray return when you are more coherent,” I said. “For you appear to be under the influence of drink.”

    “Come with me, Doctor.” Taking hold of my sleeve, Sandy guided me into the drawing-room. “Please listen to what I have to say.”

    “I will do no such thing.” I opened my mouth to call for the servants to eject the impudent fellow when Sandy stopped me with a few words.

    “I know too much about you, Doctor. Resurrection men are not popular.”

    I sat down with on a hard chair with a painful bump.

    “What do you want?” I asked. “Money?”

    Sandy continued to stand, a rather shabby figure in my room, yet at that moment, his presence dominated the whole house. “No, Doctor. I am here to help you.”

    “Then help me by leaving my home.” I tried to regain the initiative.

    “That would not help you at all,” Sandy said.

    “Who the devil do you think you are?” I asked, wondering if I could throw this man out physically. Remembering how he had handled himself on previous occasions, I rather doubted I had the strength or skill, so remained sitting. Extreme alcohol consumption and late nights do not make a man physically fit.

    “Alexander Tait,” Sandy said. “Drink?” He offered me some of my own claret, poured himself a glass and handed one to me. “You’d better take it, Doctor, for I think you will need it.”

    Something about his attitude warned me not to push this man too far. I accepted the glass and drank deeply as Sandy watched, nodding. He sipped his claret, with his gaze never straying from my face.

    “In a previous conversation, Doctor, I told you something about Major Weir and his sister.”

    “I remember,” I said shortly, for his presence unsettled me, and I was upset about Outerston and angry after seeing Charles with Evelyn.

    “There is more to the story,” Sandy said.

    “I have no more interest in that fable,” I said, refusing to admit my fears.

    Sandy sipped again and refilled my glass. “Perhaps you should develop an interest,” he said, “for it concerns you and everything you do.”

    “I have left Weir’s house,” I reminded him, “and have no intention of ever returning.”

    “You already have,” Sandy said.

    I could not repress my shudder. “What do you mean, sir?”

    Still holding his glass, Sandy began to pace the floor, walking back and forth as he spoke. “I told you that Major Weir was executed at the Gallow Lee, halfway between Edinburgh and Leith.”

    I nodded, bracing myself for bad news. “You did.”

    “And the good people of Edinburgh believed that was the end of things.”

    I nodded. “Being executed and one’s body burned normally signifies an end,” I agreed.

    “After Weir was burned, his ashes were buried on the mound where the gibbet stood,” Sandy said “That’s the gallows-tree.”

    “I know what a gibbet is, damn you!” I said.

    “Good,” Sandy said calmly. “It was the tradition to bury murderers, witches and the like in unconsecrated ground, thus continuing their punishment after death.”

    I sighed as my patience stretched beyond breaking point. “If you have nothing to add to my knowledge, Sandy, I’d thank you not to waste my time.”

    Sandy continued to pace. “Decades later, Edinburgh expanded as the New Town was built, and the then-owner of the Gallow Lee sold the sand for the mortar. He made huge sums of money, most of which he spent on drink.”

    I poured myself another glass of claret, for I was becoming more uneasy.

    “Weir’s ashes were mixed with that sand, of course, and could still be seen as dark stains in the mortar. I heard that two of the carts carrying Weir’s ashes overturned and killed one of the drivers. The other suffered terrible injuries as the cart landed on top of him. However, eventually the sand, together with Weir’s ashes, was used in mortar for several houses.”

    I guessed what was coming next. “Where were these houses?”

    “Here.” Sandy stamped his foot on the ground. “This corner of George Street.”

    I said nothing, although my hand began to tremble further. I finished my claret and poured another, with Sandy joining me.

    “Tell me, Dr Elliot, have you noticed anything unusual in this house? Anything untoward?”

    “Damn you, Tait,” I said.

    “I am trying to ensure that you are not damned, Doctor,” Sandy said. “Have you noticed anything unusual? Any untoward occurrences, sights, sounds, smells even?”

    “I have noticed nothing out of the ordinary,” I said.

    “May I speak to your servants?” Sandy asked. “They often keep things to themselves.”

    Before I could reply, Sandy had risen and was descending the stairs two at a time. I followed, cursing the man for his impudence. Naturally, the noise alerted the servants, and Sandy ushered them into the kitchen with surprising firmness.

    “Your master has kindly allowed me to ask you some questions,” Sandy did not waste time with a preamble. “Have any of you heard or seen anything unusual in this house?”

    I now kept three servants, and all came forward with their stories, to which Sandy listened with apparent interest.

    “There are noises in the cellar,” my younger maid said, “and once I seen a skeleton, all in white.”

    “I heard a man singing,” the older maid said, “and there is a queer feeling in the wine cellar. Fair scares me, it does.”

    My man looked stern. “I’ve not heard nothing,” he said. “I’ve only seen that man in the cloak.”

    “Where did you see him?” Sandy asked.

    “In the wine cellar,” the servant said. “And coming out of it sometimes.”

    When everybody had drained their imaginations, Sandy thanked them solemnly.

    “These tales focus on and around the cellars,” Sandy said when we stood in the basement corridor. “May I look inside?”

    I scraped a light for the candles I kept immediately inside the cellar door, and within a minute, Sandy pointed to the dark flecks I had already seen in the mortar.

    “There we have the source of your servants’ stories,” Sandy said, holding the candle-flame close to the mortar, “and there we have the mortal remains of Major Weir.”

    I shook my head. “You are jumping at shadows, Sandy. This mortar may not have come from the Gallow Lee, and even if it did, those ashes, if indeed they are ashes, might not belong to Weir.”

    Sandy looked up at me from his kneeling position. “They do, Doctor, believe me, they do.”

    “How the devil do you know that?”

    “I know as much as any man living about that creature,” Sandy said, “and more than I wish.”

    “How?”

    Sandy stood, with the flame of his candle sending wavering shadows along the wall, so for an instant I fancied a man was watching us, with his long nose poking towards me and his cloak hanging loose from his shoulders. Then I looked away, and the fancy was gone.

    “I may tell you some day,” Sandy said. “In the meantime, Doctor, I would advise you to leave this house.”

    “I have already left one house,” I said. “I will not leave another because of the possibility there may be human ashes in the cellar.”

    “Then seal them in,” Sandy said, urgently. “Seal that cellar so that nobody can enter.”

    I admit that Sandy’s words, coupled with the strange events of the past few weeks, unnerved me. Although I was not willing to believe in spirits from an alleged warlock whom the authorities executed a hundred and fifty years before, the surfeit of coincidences worried me.

    “How would I do that?” I asked.

    “With something holy,” Sandy said. “Not with stone and cement.”

    I had no idea what holy thing could reassure the servants that their fear of the cellar was groundless. When Sandy left the house, I began to pace, trying to put my thoughts in order.

    I had many problems. First and foremost, there was Evelyn, who seemed to prefer Charles to me. Second, there was Charles himself, and third was the mystery of the cellar. Well, I could either dispose of Charles or win back Evelyn and enjoy his frustration, which was the much more pleasurable option.

    Dispose of Charles? I shook my head. What was I thinking? I tapped my staff on the floor, resolving to woo Evelyn anew. With that achieved, and I did not doubt my ability to turn Evelyn’s head, then I could think about the problem of the cellar.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    In the event, winning back Evelyn proved even easier than I had imagined, for no sooner had I knocked on the green door in Queen Street than she was there.

    “Oh, Martin!” she said and immediately threw both arms around my neck. “Mother told me you had come to apologise.”

    I had never mentioned an apology, but Mrs Swinton was a cunning woman who understood how to mend a quarrel.

    “Are we friends again?” I asked, after a kiss that may have shocked the neighbours in douce Edinburgh and certainly entertained the servants. I gave Evelyn another for good measure.

    “Of course we are friends,” Evelyn said. “We were never unfriends! We were just so worried about you, that’s all!”

    “We?” I asked, placing my staff in the hall stand with the other canes.

    “Charles MacNeil and I,” Evelyn said. “We both see changes in you.”

    “Have you been talking to him?”

    “Yes,” Evelyn admitted at once.

    I took a deep breath. If Evelyn were cuckolding me, she would not have been so quick to confess. “I will try to give you less to worry about in future,” I said.

    “And I will not be so moody,” Evelyn replied at once.

    I had not realised that Mrs Swinton was watching us from the inner hall. She was smiling as we walked together, arm-in-arm and hip-to-hip, to the drawing room.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    With my disagreement with Evelyn resolved or at least patched over, I walked the streets again, tapping my staff from the cracked paving stones and battered cobbles as I contemplated my next problem. Having moved from one unpleasant house to another, I found myself in a similar situation, except this time, I had a possible avenue of escape. If I could find something spiritual to block the entrance to that uncanny cellar, I might cure my nightmares and retain my servants for longer. I shook my head; one would think that a city the size of Edinburgh had a vast pool of servants, yet each one I hired seemed less suitable than the last. I would soon be dragging the dregs of the barrel and end with some slutty wench and squint-eyed rogue from the depths of Tanner’s Close or the Happy Land, where the worst scoundrels in Scotland lived.

    No. I shook away such thoughts. Today I would find a way to lock that door permanently and perhaps retain my present servants.

    My first idea was to visit a church, but after my previous experience, I shied from repeating that experiment. There must be other places and other people who would know what to do. I had already discovered that if one walks the streets of Edinburgh long enough, and pokes diligently into every close and wynd, one can usually find what one seeks. I started with the pawnshop in the West Bow, where I had obtained my pistol.

    “Good evening, Doctor.” Mr Brown recognised me immediately. “Have you come for another weapon? I have a fine Highland dirk here, as used by Rob Roy MacGregor, according to the fellow who brought it in, but more likely borrowed from the depot of the Gordon Highlanders!” He laughed at his poor joke.

    “No, I am looking for a religious symbol,” I said at once, peering around the shop with its amazing collection of worn shoes, gaudy clothing and no-doubt-stolen household objects.

    The dealer was immediately on guard. “What sort of religious symbol?” He glanced toward the back shop in evident guilt. “We don’t deal in stolen property here, Doctor. I heard about a theft at St George’s kirk, but I wouldnae touch anything stolen, my oath on it.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said dryly. “I am no police detective, and I am not interested in stolen church items. I want something that the people in the old days might have used to keep evil away.”

    “I already showed you my cross,” the dealer said. “That’s gone, though. A most respectable young lady bought that. She came in with that friend of yours, the other doctor.”

    “Dr MacNeil!” I smiled. “I am glad he has finally found himself a lady. Do you have any other similar pieces?”

    “I don’t,” the broker said. “Your best chance would be with old Mother Marwick. She’s a queer old soul, her and has all sorts of queer old stuff.”

    “I don’t know the lady,” I said, tapping my stick on the floor. “Where could I find her?”

    “Morocco’s Land,” the dealer said. “Tell her that I sent you.”

    Morocco’s Land is a six-storey-high building near the foot of the Canongate, a substantial building of some antiquity to which unlikely stories of Barbary corsairs and distant romances are attached. I ventured there forthwith, ignored the angry shouts of a carter as I stepped in front of his wagon, cracked my staff across the backside of an impudent young fellow who refused to give me passage and stopped at the close that burrowed under the Land.

    I had seen many worse entrances in Edinburgh and Glasgow, but for some reason this low-roofed close made me pause. I could sense that something monumental was waiting for me, although I did not know what.

    The pawnshop was in the deepest part of the close, with two steps leading down to a near-subterranean cave filled with the strangest collections of items I had ever seen. The only source of light was a smoky, unsnuffed tallow candle set in a greasy tin candlestick, which added to the unpleasant aromas of the shop. The darting shadows showed silver-grey cobwebs hanging from a ceiling whose once-beautiful decoration now flaked painted and stained plaster.

    I rapped my staff on the floor. “Mother Marwick?“

    A dark-visaged woman appeared from the shadows of the shop. “That’ll be me.” Her eyes were deep-set, glowing like polished coal in a tanned face. “What do you seek, Doctor Elliot?”

    “You know me?” I asked.

    “I know who you are,” Mother Marwick said. “I don’t know you. Do you know you?”

    “I know me very well,” I retorted.

    “I wonder about that.” Mother Marwick was of medium height, with no grey in her black hair and the most direct gaze I had ever seen in any woman. I started, for I realised that I had seen her before. Mother Marwick was the very woman who had spoken to me in the West Bow courtyard.

    “In my master’s kingdom there are many doorways.” I repeated what she had said to me on that occasion.

    Mother Marwick’s lips twitched in what might have been a smile. “That’s correct, Doctor, and you seem to have stepped from one of them into another.”

    I grunted. “I am not sure what you mean,” I said.

    “You know full well,” Mother Marwick said, “if you allow yourself to push aside your science and admit your feelings.” She lowered her voice to a croak. “Our feelings are the product of 10,000 years of ancestry, blood and experience. Don’t neglect what you sense.”

    I grunted, disregarding the words of this silly old woman, and explained why I was here, and who had sent me.

    Mother Marwick reached under her crowded counter to pull out an ancient book. “This might be what you want,” she said.

    “What is it?” I eyed the torn and stained cover with distaste.

    “Open it,” Mother Marwick suggested.

    I had never seen anything quite like the images inside that book. Some were geometric designs of interlocking lines and curves, others were beautifully worked, yet simple, pictures of animals and people in strange clothes.

    “This book will be influential to somebody important to you,” Mother Marwick said.

    I do not know why I bought that battered book. The title read Images from Stones, which meant nothing to me. Mother Marwick’s eyes were extremely persuasive as I parted with a shilling for the book.

    I don’t know what made me scan the contents of that pawn shop. Perhaps it was simple curiosity, or maybe something compelled me to look. Either way, the glitter of candlelight on silver caught my attention. “What’s that?” I pointed to the little object, half-hidden underneath a pile of satin ribbons.

    “Nothing to interest you.” Mother Marwick shifted the ribbons to conceal the object of my attention.

    “I am interested,” I said, using my staff to shove aside the ribbons. A silver Celtic Cross gleamed at me. I started, knowing I had seen that cross before. “Where did you get that?” I asked.

    Mother Marwick shrugged. “Somebody brought it in,” she said. “They come, I buy, no questions asked.”

    “I’ll take it,” I said. “How much?”

    Mrs Marwick’s eyes glittered as she looked me up and down. “Six shillings and sixpence,” she said, “and cheap at the price.”

    It seemed a strange price to pay, and too high, but I tossed the silver coins across the counter and grasped the cross in my hand. I knew that Ruth Anderson had worn that same cross.

    I could feel Mother Marwick watching me as I left and something cold crawled up from the very base of my spine to settle around my heart.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    I had been beguiled, of course, for what good could a book of strange designs do? The minute I got home, I flicked through the images and threw the damned thing on to the table. It was worse than useless, the cover was filthy and the images obscure, entirely without meaning. I held the silver cross for a moment, wondering who had stolen it from Ruth Anderson, shrugged and tossed it beside the book. I had bought it on a whim and now regretted my impulsiveness.

    Where should I go now? I had wasted the day so far when I had the answer at the tip of my fingers. I had always known the very person to ask, and, pushing the problem of Charles to the back of my mind, I lifted my staff and strode directly to Queen Street.

    “Come, Evelyn!” I interrupted her as she prepared some charity work with Mrs Swinton. “We must walk together.”

    “But mother and I are preparing to help the poor,” Evelyn protested.

    “The poor are with us always,” I said, holding out my hand.

    Mrs Swinton smiled. “Matthew 26:11,” she said and gave Evelyn a little push. “Off you go, Evelyn. I can manage without you, while Dr Elliot needs you, I believe.”

    “Thank you, Mother,” Evelyn stood, brushing her skirt with her hand. “Martin, you are a perfect tiger when you command something.”

    Hardly waiting for Evelyn to change into outdoor clothes and don her boots, I nodded to the servants and left the house, I was so impatient to speak to her.

    “Whatever is the hurry?” Evelyn asked, almost having to run to keep up with me.

    “I need your advice,” I said, knowing that the words would win her around.

    “Oh, Martin!” Evelyn beamed at me. “You’ve never asked for my advice before. What is it?”

    “I don’t want you to laugh at me,” I said, and explained the situation in its entirety. “I don’t believe in such things,” I said, “but it might help to settle the servants down.”

    I led Evelyn to the Botanical Garden down in its new location by Inverleith. It was a pleasant walk past the old Barony of Broughton, across the echoing bridge that spanned the Water of Leith at Canonmills and onward to the lawns and trees of the garden.

    “I won’t laugh,” Evelyn promised. “Thank you for trusting me with such a delicate matter.”

    “I knew I could trust you.” Except with Charles MacNeil, I thought, and pushed that picture away. I have resolved that situation, I told myself, and I had no cause for concern.

    “Did my Bible help?” Evelyn asked as we paused under a spreading oak tree, from where a lone blackbird sweetened the air with its melody.

    “I believe so.” I did not wish to admit my reliance in anything other than science. “I am more concerned about the servants.”

    “Then there is your answer,” Evelyn sounded delighted that she could help. Without hesitation, she slipped her arm inside the crook of my elbow. “Put a Bible in the door, and that should keep any unpleasant spirits, or whatever they are, inside the cellar.” She pulled me closer. “Come on, Martin, let’s find a bookshop and buy you a Bible. We’ll buy two, so you can have one for yourself and give me mine back.”

    “Thank you,” I said, and kissed her where she stood. When a passing matron frowned at such an unseemly display, I kissed Evelyn again, laughed away her scandalised protests and kissed her a third time. On a whim, I fished Ruth Anderson’s silver cross from my pocketbook and pinned it to her breast. “There,” I said. “A small thank you for your help.”

    We bought two Bibles, as Evelyn wished. One for me, a rather workaday volume with a plain black leather cover and a minimum of decoration, and a much larger Bible for the door. In truth, this latter was a magnificent creation, the crowning jewel of the bookbinder’s art, for the cover was of tooled leather, hand sewn with gold thread and each letter hand-printed and golden. Inside were coloured illustrations, the first I had ever seen in a Bible, while the price would have fed the average family for three months, and still left change to pay the church its tithe.

    I have noticed that people who have lived with poverty and come into money veer in one of two directions. Either they retain the habits of a lifetime and hoard all they have, becoming so purse-proud they are veritable misers, or they are the opposite and spend lavishly to prove their escape from penury. I was one of the latter, a cheery, spendthrift fellow who delighted in spreading my good fortune to all and sundry, as long as I retained plenty for myself.

    “If that Bible does not do the job,” I said to Evelyn as we skimmed through the pages, “then nothing will.”

    She squeezed my arm, although whether in affection, in awe at the price or to compare my muscle with Charles’s, I did not know.

    I am not a man of my hands, so I hired a workman to take down the old cellar door and create a new one, with a special enclosure for my new Bible. I tried to supervise the work, but Evelyn had become houseproud and instructed the unfortunate carpenter in the minutiae of the trade he had spent a seven-year apprenticeship learning. However, the fellow was patient and, between the two of them, they created a more-than-serviceable door, despite a catalogue of unfortunate accidents when the carpenter lost some of his tools and once even cut himself so severely that he required my attention.

    “I’ve never placed a Bible inside a door before,” the carpenter said, watching unmoved as I stitched his hand together. “Especially one as well-presented as this.”

    “It’s just a fancy of ours,” I deliberately included Evelyn in my words. If she thought of us as a couple, she might be less inclined to chase after Charles.

    I watched as the carpenter finished his job by adding two heavy bolts and a padlock sufficiently large to restrain a wild elephant.

    The carpenter stood up. “That’s me finished, sir. Shall I send the account here?” He faced me honestly, for people with money tend to make tradesmen wait for their wages, or neglected to pay them at all.

    Aware that Evelyn was watching, I fished in my pocket and produced three guineas, which was a phenomenally generous amount for a single piece of work.

    For the first time since I entered that house, I had a full night’s sleep. There were no unexplained footsteps, no strange dreams, no visions of being consumed by flames and no unwanted images in the mirror. In short, Evelyn’s idea of placing a Bible to contain the restless spirit or merely to calm my nerves had succeeded.

    Next morning the atmosphere within the house had altered, with the maid singing as she made up the fire and set the breakfast table and even the footman less surly than usual. “That is a beautiful Bible,” the maid called as she scrubbed black lead into the kitchen range. “I’ve never seen a better.”

    “As long as it keeps your fanciful delusions away,” I said, “then it does its job.”

    “It must have cost a pretty penny, sir,” the maid continued, smiling at me over her shoulder.

    “It did.” I was never loath to proclaim my wealth, now I had some.

    “Just wait until I tell my folks that you’ve stuck a fancy Bible inside a door,” the maid said. “They’ll think I’m working for royalty!”

    I smiled. “You tell them all you like,” I said.

    I left the servants with a wave of my staff and checked the time with my watch.

    “Ten minutes off the hour,” I said, quite cheerfully for I had dreaded finding it was six minutes past six. “I will be back shortly after seven tonight.” I had a full day ahead of me, visiting a clutch of regular patients who needed my help with a variety of ailments, mostly self-inflicted or purely imaginary.

    I was not accurate with my timing, for, after my final call, I paused for a couple of quick hands at the New Wig, won a comfortable 30 guineas, tipped the porters two guineas each and returned by way of Queen Street. I had an inclination to call on Evelyn, who was surely pining for my company, but instead, I saw Charles leaving the house with a wave and marching briskly along the street as if he had every right to be there.

    I almost stopped breathing when I saw Charles, my old and trusted friend, again emerging from the green door. I felt sick, physically sick, at my betrayal by him and Evelyn. This time I had no doubt, for there was no reason for any liaison between the two.

    Turning away, I followed Charles, tapping my staff on the paving as I walked, with the anger surging through me to explode inside my brain. After everything I had done to gain Evelyn’s favour, she was betraying me with a man I had known for years.

    For the life of me, I could not see what appeal Charles could have. True, he was a charming man and romantic with his Hebridean antecedents, but I was five times richer, with a prosperous practice. I had money safe in the bank and shares with the best and most reliable of companies. Was I not sufficiently handsome? By God, I could alter that! I could hire a couple of Donalds or Irish from Tanner’s Close who would mark Charles’ face so that no woman would ever look at him without a shudder. There were scores of old soldiers or navigators who would kill a man, let alone disfigure one, for the price of a drink.

    No. I shook my head. That was a stupid thing to contemplate. Charles was my friend and Evelyn my intended. Neither of them would betray me. I was overwrought, overtired or affected by recent events.

    I looked up. Charles was heading down Hanover Street, whistling and swinging his cane as if he had not a care in the world. I watched as he bid a cheery good evening to a married couple before he eventually arrived at Abercrombie Street. What on earth was Charles doing there? I was not aware he had an acquaintance in that street. And he was not visiting a patient, not without his medical bag.

    I followed, keeping my distance, with my thoughts so confused, I felt as if my head might explode. One moment I thought that Charles was my friend, and I could trust him, and the next I knew he had betrayed me with Evelyn. I hated myself for the distrust I knew was justified, and loathed Charles for what he had done.

    Sheltering under a tree, I watched Charles rap at a dark-painted door. A servant opened, they had a brief conversation, and Charles entered the house.

    Now what was happening? What the devil was MacNeil doing?

    From across the road, I kept watching as a slow rain wept from the heavens and water dripped on me from the spreading branches of the tree. Ignoring my discomfort, I had the occasional glimpse of Charles moving inside, clear through the tall windows. Twice I saw a woman, dark-haired, elegant and evidently quite at ease in Charles’s company although I only saw her back view.

    “Who is that?” I asked myself. “Are you walking out with two women, Charles?”

    Confused, frustrated and angry, I waited outside that house for two hours as the rain increased and my temper worsened by the minute. It was dark when I returned home, with nothing resolved in my head.

    “Damn you, Charles MacNeil,” I said, putting a light to the fire. “Damn you for a Gaelic Donald of the worst sort.”

    As I stared at the fire, I could see him burning, with the flames curling around him. I knew the agony that would bring, for I had been there, I had been within the flames, writhing and screaming, choking on the acrid smoke as the crowd watched, pointing excitedly.

    No!

    I pulled back.

    That was nonsense. I had not been in the fire. From where did that idea come? I shook my head. We had banished such horrors when we blocked the cellar down below, had we not?

    We? What did I mean by we? I was only myself, until the moment I wed Evelyn. And I could not perform that single act unless I entered a church, and would not feel properly married as long as Charles MacNeil stalked the streets, preying on women, preying on my woman. With that thought, the circle began again. I stared into the fire as the long hours passed and the street outside echoed only to the wind and rain.

    I did not retire to bed that night. I think I dozed on the chair, although my mind was so confused, I am not sure. I only know that in the morning I was befuddled with lack of sleep and so dizzy I could barely walk.
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    Sandy crossed his legs, sipped at his claret and surveyed me over the rim of his glass. “I understand what you are going through, Doctor.”

    I shook my head. “I would doubt that, Sandy. I am a qualified medical doctor, and I don’t understand. How can you know?”

    Sandy sipped again, with his gaze never straying from my face. “You have an internal struggle, Doctor, between what you know to be right and what you feel you want to do.”

    I considered while the fire roared in my ears. The older of my maids added coal, for the evening carried a chill. “That is correct. How do you know?”

    “I’ve had the same all my life.”

    I reached for the claret bottle, hesitated, and poured myself another glass. “You are an interesting man, Sandy. You live in one of the poorer parts of the city, yet you are undoubtedly educated. What happened? Was it a bad business deal? Or was it this?” I indicated the bottle.

    “Neither,” Sandy said, unsmiling.

    “Then what? And how do you know so much about Thomas Weir, and how he affects people.” I saw no profit in hiding the truth from Sandy.

    Sandy stared into the fire for a long time before he replied. “I know too much about Thomas Weir, Doctor,” he said. “I doubt there is a man living or dead who knows more than me.”

    “How is that?” I asked. “And why is that? Why are you interested in such an unpleasant fellow?”

    “Come, Doctor.” Sandy gave a twisted smile. “Is that any way to talk about my ancestor?”

    I started at that. “Your ancestor?” I shook my head. “Thomas Weir was not married. Did he have a child out of wedlock?”

    “Worse than that, Doctor,” Sandy said. “It was much worse. He had a child with his sister, an incestuous child.”

    I had heard of such things but never encountered them in my professional career. “I was unaware of that,” I said, slowly. “What happened to the child?”

    “They brought it up secretly in the house in the West Bow,” Sandy said. “And then later claimed that somebody left it on their doorstep.”

    “Poor wee mite,” I said, as my rational side battled with a feeling of anger that our secret was known. Our secret?

    “Aye.” Sandy spoke as if he remembered the incident personally, rather than referring to a child who must have lived and died more than a century ago. “That boy was my great-great-grandfather.”

    I nodded, trying to digest this new information. “Did that knowledge give you the interest in Major Weir?”

    “More than the knowledge.” Sandy sipped at his claret. “I try to alleviate the harm and steer folk away from him.”

    I grunted. “I thought I was the first to live in Weir’s house for years.”

    “You were,” Sandy said. He sighed. “You are also the first to move from that house to this one. I think you are in great danger, Doctor.”

    “I’ve locked up the cellar where the ashes are,” I said, “and sealed it with a Bible.”

    “Aye,” Sandy said, “but you’ve kept the staff.” He glanced at my stave, leaning against the fireplace. I seldom left it out of reach.

    “It brings me luck,” I said.

    Sandy was quiet for a moment as he gazed into the fire. Taking a pipe from his pocket, he stuffed the bowl with tobacco, lit it with a glowing ember and tapped the staff with his foot. “What sort of luck, Doctor?”

    “All sorts of luck,” I said.

    “Wine, women and song?”

    I nodded. “And money.”

    Sandy finished his claret, shaking his head when I offered him more. “The sort of luck you would not expect a respectable man to have.”

    I nodded again. “Perhaps.”

    “You are entering establishments you would never take a kirk minister into.”

    I thought of the New Wig, the Waverley and the Benison. “Yes, indeed.”

    “The staff is not bringing you luck, doctor. The staff is leading you the wrong way, the easy way. Wide is the gate, and broad is the road that leadeth to destruction. Matthew, chapter seven, verse 13.” Sandy poked at the fire with his foot. “It’s altering your personality, Doctor.” He sighed. “We all have two sides, a good and a bad, a duality of person, if you wish. The staff seems to have the ability to emphasise the bad side and suppress the good.”

    I had already guessed that the staff was not a benign influence, but the love of money had seduced me to evil ways, as it had seduced millions before me. I studied the black staff again, with its geometrical designs and those two naked human figures writhing around the lower half. Then I thought of the gold piled in my name in the bank, and the comfortable life it would gain for Evelyn.

    “You are confused, Doctor,” Sandy said. “I only hope that my words have helped you.”

    “This cannot be Major Weir’s staff,” I said, running a finger along the carvings. “His staff burned alongside him.”

    “Did it?” Sandy asked. “Does the devil burn in Hell?”

    I remembered my nightmares, with the flames licking around me, the acrid bite of smoke and the scorching, unbearable agony.

    Sandy stood up. “I will leave you to work things out in your mind, Doctor. I can only remind you how you obtained peace in the house by blocking your cellar.”

    I spent the next hour alternately staring into the fire and glancing at the staff where it leaned, dark, mysterious and yet so full of promise. I was uncertain what was best to be done, so I thought of my life before I found that staff, and my life after. I had gained friends, prestige and money, yet my mind was troubled. Did my gains counterbalance my losses? Would I, could I, keep Evelyn if I were poor?

    Would she want to be married to an impoverished doctor with few prospects? Would she wish to be married to a passionate gambler who whored and cavorted with the fast set of the city?

    I paced the room, listening to the thunder of my thoughts until my head positively ached, and my legs were weary. I did not mark the passage of time, so I was surprised when I heard a timid knock on the door, and the maid poked her head inside the room.

    “You are up early, Doctor,” she said.

    “I have not slept,” I admitted, running a hand across my bristly, unshaven jaw.

    The maid bobbed in a small curtsey. “May I make up the fire, sir?”

    I realised the embers were dead and cold. “Yes, of course.” I tried to muster a smile. “Tell me,” I said, “what do you think of my walking stick?”

    The maid shook her head. “Begging your pardon, Doctor, but I think it’s a hideous thing with all the devil’s carvings on it and those people with no clothes.”

    “You don’t like it, then?”

    “No, sir. It scares me.”

    “Ah,” I said. “We can’t have that, can we?” For some unknown reason, this simple young girl’s words carried great weight that morning. I know I had been wrestling with the burden all night, and was undoubtedly weary, so her slender help was sufficient to tip the scales in one direction or the other. By disliking my staff, she made my decision for me.

    “Thank you, my dear,” I said, which words surprised her greatly, but not as much as the grateful kiss I planted on her forehead. “You are a girl of great perspicacity.”

    “Thank you, sir.” The girl looked confused, as well she might for I doubt she understood the meaning of the word.

    Evelyn had urged me to part with that staff, Sandy had warned me of its malign influence, and even my younger servant girl feared it. At that moment, my love for Evelyn overcame my love of money. Lifting the staff, I strode out of the house for, with my mind made up, I determined to act on the matter with the least delay. I knew that burning was of no use with this black staff, so determined to see if the converse element would succeed. At that hour of the morning, the streets were empty, with not even a single tradesman’s cart, and nobody witnessed me marching northwards, down past the old Barony of Broughton and down to Canonmills and the single-arched bridge over the Water of Leith.

    As luck would have it, the rain had continued all night, so the river was in flood, hissing against the grassy banks and churning a creamy brown beneath the bridge. I knew that hesitation might prove fatal to my enterprise, so hardly looked over the parapet before lifting that fearful black staff and launching it to eternity. As a child, my friends and I had played a game where we threw sticks over one side of the bridge in Hawick and then rushed to the opposite side to see whose stick was first through. Now I did the same, stepping to the downstream side of the Canonmills Bridge to watch my staff charge downstream.

    I saw it bob with the racing current, snag on the branch of a fallen tree, remain static for a moment with the water breaking white around it, then work itself free and race on, out of my sight. I had expected to experience mixed emotions, yet there was nothing but relief and a sense of elation that I was free of its malevolent influence. I had sufficient money in the bank to carry me for quite some time, and as long as I could build my practice, life should be sweet.

    I stood on the Canonmills Bridge for some time, watching the flow of water with the trees on either bank dipping and curtseying as the river dragged at their lowest branches. The feeling descended suddenly, like some revelation from on-high.

    I was free.

    “Evelyn.”

    “Evelyn.” I said her name once more, unable to restrain my smile. “Evelyn Swinton, or Mrs Evelyn Elliot!” I smiled at the coincidence of alliteration and nearly ran back up the slope of Broughton Street to the New Town and my George Street house. I washed, shaved and dressed with a light heart, and was about to open my surgery when I decided on a small experiment.

    Even since I had collapsed in the Tron Kirk and failed to enter St Giles, I had avoided churches and eluded all Evelyn’s attempts to coerce me into worship. Now, I dashed out of my house and along the road to the nearest church, St Andrews, in George Street. With hardly a pause, I stormed through the doors with neither let nor hindrance. I stood for a second within the holy site, opened my mouth and shouted: “Hallelujah! Praise the Lord!”

    Two worshippers stared at me, for the kirk frowns upon such unbecoming behaviour. One old man muttered that I must be demented, which was the very opposite of the truth. I treated the worshippers to a smile, blessed them both and left, to march back to the surgery.

    “George,” I shouted to my manservant, scribbled a concise but heartfelt note, sealed it and handed it to him. “Take that to the Swintons’ house in Queen Street,” I said.

    “Will there be a reply?” George asked.

    “Not immediately,” I said. “There is no need to wait.” On a whim, I passed him a half crown as well. “Buy yourself some refreshment on your way back.”

    “Why thank you, sir. That is very generous of you.”

    I laughed as George closed his fist on the silver coin and waited for my first patient of the day. Now that I was without my lucky staff, I knew I could not rely on the cards to provide my primary source of income. I would have to increase my practice and become a full-time doctor again. Well, I told myself, that was the reason I had studied so hard at Glasgow University.

    As I had hoped, my letter to Evelyn drew her to my house. She arrived within the hour, slightly out of breath and with loose strands of hair escaping from the ridiculous hat that seems to be all in fashion for women these days.

    “Is everything all right, Martin?” Perhaps Evelyn read my mind, for she removed her hat, revealing a new hairstyle, parted in the centre, with prim rows of curls in the front and dressed high at the back.

    “It could not be better,” I said. “And I like your hair.”

    “Oh.” Evelyn’s hand strayed to her head. “You did not ask me here to compliment me on my hair!”

    “Indeed I did not,” I said, smiling, and raced on. “I once contemplated eloping with you. I believe I mentioned the idea. I want you to forget all that nonsense, Evelyn. I must have had a fever on the brain. We shall have a fine wedding in the church your family attends, with everybody there whom we want to be there.” I watched her face glow with happiness.

    “Will you worship with us on Sunday?” Evelyn asked nervously.

    “With the greatest of pleasure,” I said, and knew her cup of joy ran over. “I have thrown away that black staff.”

    “Oh!” Evelyn said.

    “I took your advice,” I said and kissed her.

    The next few days were undoubtedly among the happiest I had ever experienced. I attended St George’s Church in Charlotte Square with the Swintons, and the minister and congregation welcomed me as if I were a long-lost brother, or the black sheep newly returned to the fold, which I was, in a way.

    With the spiritual and physical barrier to my entering churches removed, I had no objections when Evelyn next asked which church we should marry in. “I had wished for an old church,” she said, “but you were correct. We should marry in the family church of St George’s.”

    “Why then,” I said, “that is the church we shall use.”

    And that was the end of that discussion.

    I will skip the next few weeks as the banns were read and Evelyn decided who should attend the wedding. I will say only that the George Street house remained quiet, the servants were contented and increasingly efficient, and arrangements for the wedding proceeded apace. I also made a point of examining Mr Swinton once more to proclaim him free of any infection.

    “Are you sure, sir?” Swinton asked, with the beginnings of hope in his face.

    “Perfectly sure,” I said. “The mercury treatment I prescribed was only a precaution for we do not know what occurred that unfortunate night. Either my treatment worked perfectly, or you were not infected, or indeed nothing untoward happened.” I smiled. “I am sure Mrs Swinton will be glad to have her husband back.”

    “Doctor! Martin!” Swinton took my hand and shook it vigorously. “I cannot say what relief your words have given me. I have heard that one could be infected for years.”

    “Not in your case, Mr Swinton,” I said. “I can pronounce you as clean as any man.”

    I felt a virtuous glow as Mr Swinton left my surgery with his head held high and his back straight. I had rectified a wrong of my own making, yet still retained the benefits of my earlier trickery in the palm of my hand. I could not help but congratulate myself. Charles told me once that a Highlander’s triumph was victory in a battle that the enemy was unaware he has fought. I felt that smug warmth as my future father-in-law returned to his wife and my conscience eased a little more.

    When it came, the marriage day was everything that Evelyn could have desired. She was the centre of attention within a circle of her family and friends, she had a handsome man at her side, and there was not a word of dissent. St George’s Church is in the centre of Charlotte Square, perhaps the most imposing part of the New Town and, although the interior of the church is rather plain, the ceremony more than made up for any shortcomings. Charles was there to support me, for I had entirely dismissed my foolish suspicions, and I had Sandy Tait and a few new friends and acquaintances among the guests, including some up from Roxburghshire. Evelyn’s sister Elaine was also present, a dark-haired beauty with a slightly diffident air and, as convention demanded, she and Charles danced together throughout the afternoon.

    I was not involved in choosing Evelyn’s wedding dress, which was of figured satin with a border of a festoon of roses, interwoven to form a continuous band of red-blossomed foliage which Evelyn assured me was the latest fashion. Feathers nearly obscured her miniature hat while for some incomprehensible reason she carried a small fan. Despite my lack of knowledge of fashion, I could see the result was spectacular as we stood in front of the altar and pledged our love.

    “Well,” I said when I carried my new bride over the threshold to our George Street house. “That’s that then.”

    “Yes,” Evelyn said. “We’re man and wife.”

    I placed her down gently. The servants had lined up to welcome us back, each dressed in his or her best and all smiling. I had four servants now, a cook, two maids, and George the manservant who did the manual work and answered the door to my patients.

    Evelyn and I already knew each other, so we settled down quickly and established a routine within a few weeks. She proved an excellent wife, as I had expected, and added that last touch of respectability I had lacked.

    In the evenings, we talked, or played cards, visited one of our friends or sat reading in the living room by candlelight and the warm glow of the fire. In short, we were the very epitome of domestic bliss, one of those favoured couples who are perfectly satisfied with their lot and one another’s company. On one occasion, when the wind roared in the chimney and sleety rain hurled at the window as if wild to break its way into the house, Evelyn told me about her travels. My wife had seen the world, from her time in India when she was young, to her more recent trip to Orkney to visit an elderly relative.

    “You’d like it there,” Evelyn said. “I spent hours just walking and looking at all the strange stones.”

    “You find interest in all sorts of things,” I said. “And in all sorts of people.”

    “Your friend Sandy is an interesting fellow,” Evelyn said with a smile. “Have you spoken to him recently?”

    I looked up from the newspaper I had been attempting to read. “Not since our wedding,” I said.

    “I met him today, quite by chance,” Evelyn told me.

    A few weeks ago, I would have been instantly jealous. Now I merely smiled and asked what had been the subject of their conversation.

    “Old Edinburgh,” Evelyn said frankly. “Your friend Sandy seems to be an expert on the old stories.”

    I smiled, for the days of being scared of nightmares and strange noises had vanished in my new domestic bliss. “He can be quite enthusiastic,” I said.

    “I found him fascinating.” Evelyn bent her head to her sewing. “He told me a lot I had not known.”

    Putting her sewing aside, she lifted the book I had bought in Mother Marwick’s pawn shop. “I haven’t seen this before,” she said.

    I glanced across, for, in truth, I had nearly forgotten that I possessed the thing. “Oh, that’s just nonsense,” I said. “I should have thrown it out months ago.”

    “Oh, no.” When Evelyn shook her head, her ringlets shimmered in the candlelight. “You must never throw a book away, Martin. That’s discarding knowledge.”

    Smiling, Evelyn flicked through the pages, stopping whenever an image caught her attention. “These animal pictures are beautiful,” she said. “Look at this bull! It could nearly walk out of the page.”

    “Not into our house, I hope,” I said, and we both laughed at the idea.

    “And this picture of Pictish warriors,” Evelyn pointed to a battle scene taken from a stone at Dunnichen, near Dundee. “I should not like to be involved in anything so bloody.”

    I smiled indulgently, happy that Evelyn was interested in the book. She frowned, turning her head sideways as she studied one of the pictures, an abstract design of whorls and interlocking lines. “I’ve seen this before,” Evelyn said.

    “Have you?” I looked over her shoulder. “Maybe it was in another book.”

    Evelyn shook her head. “Maybe,” she said, “but I have never seen a book of this nature before.”

    “It will come to you,” I said, returning to my newspaper and dismissing the conversation from my mind.

    “What’s the time?” Evelyn adjusted the little wooden cross she had brought from her Queen Street home. She seemed determined to disturb my reading that night.

    I looked at my watch. “It’s a quarter short of eleven,” I said.

    “I think I’ll get to bed,” Evelyn said. “And you should do the same. You need your sleep.” She smiled. “You should think of getting some clocks in this house, Martin.”

    “I had some bad experiences with clocks,” I reminded her. “And got rid of the damned things.”

    “That was months ago,” Evelyn pointed out. “And I do wish you would moderate your language. We’ll buy a clock tomorrow,” she decided.

    Rather than descend to an unpleasant disagreement, I agreed, and we scoured the city for clocks, installing two in the house and one in the surgery. As I had retained the Grassmarket surgery, not to make money, but as an act of charity to the less fortunate among us, I bought an old long-case clock for that establishment and placed it on one corner.

    For the first few days, the relentless ticking of the clocks unnerved me, and I found myself checking the time every quarter-hour. When I realised their mechanisms worked with perfect efficiency, I gradually relaxed and trusted the time that the hands showed. Not once did they stop at six minutes past six. All it needed now was a son and heir, and I would have reached the peak of what a doctor could be.

    I went to bed on the night of the fifth day of March without a care in the world. Life was successful, and the future stretched before us like a pathway to heaven, filled with good intentions.
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    “Martin! Evelyn hissed my name as we lay in bed. “Martin!”

    I half awoke, stirring uneasily to free myself from the bonds of sleep. “Evelyn? What’s wrong?”

    “I heard a sound,” Evelyn whispered. “Down in the basement.”

    “It was probably one of the servants,” I said, drowsily. Yet I remained awake as the old fears returned.

    “Martin,” Evelyn insisted, half rising.

    “I’m listening,” I said. I remained still for a moment, trying to work out what had happened. I heard the scraping, nothing like the night-time noises that had been so usual in this house. I wondered if I should investigate, decided that it was probably the wind acting on a loose shutter and rolled over. “It’s nothing, Evelyn.” However, I could not sleep. The sound, and the memories of other sounds, played on my nerves. Sighing, I sat up, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, got up and lit a candle with the dull red embers of the fire.

    “Be careful, Martin,” Evelyn said as I staggered to the chest-of-drawers and took out the double-barrelled pistol that I still kept loaded. My hand fitted comfortably around the stock. In a moment of near-panic, I glanced at the clock that ticked quietly in the corner and felt quick relief when I saw the hands indicated ten minutes short of three o’clock.

    The scraping sound had ended, but I heard others that I could not identify. Throwing on a coat, I descended the stairs, shielding the candle so I would not alert an intruder, if intruder there were. I moved one slow step at a time, feeling the heavy beat of my heart, hearing my harsh, nervous breathing and with the stone steps cold under my bare feet.

    I reached the basement and lifted the candle high, so the yellow light dissipated along the dark corridor. What I saw made me swear, while nausea rose in my throat as all the terror of earlier days returned. Somebody had broken into the house and removed the Bible from the cellar door. Not only that, but he had also picked the lock of the padlock, no doubt thinking the cellar contained something precious. Now the cellar door gaped wide open.

    Hearing a slight scuffle, I saw two small figures sliding away at the periphery of the circle of candlelight. One, notable for a shock of dirty red hair, was crouched over a heavy bundle, undoubtedly my stolen Bible.

    “You little blackguards!” I yelled. “Give me that Bible!”

    The boys ran, jinking like hares as they fled along the corridor and into the empty front room of the basement. Dropping my candle, I chased them, only to see the one with the Bible swarm through the open window and disappear out of a circular hole in the shutters. The second boy was only a fraction later, and my despairing lunge failed to catch him.

    “Come back!” I yelled, aware I was wasting my breath. Swearing, I ran to the basement door, but by the time I drew back the bolts and turned the key, the thieves were gone. I pointed my pistol down the empty street, swore again and returned to the house.

    “Oh, dear God in heaven,” I said as all my fears about this house flooded back. Without the Bible to seal the horror inside that cellar, all sorts of evil could escape, and I had brought Evelyn to this house of sin. “Oh, dear God,” I said again, as I lifted the still-burning candle and stared at the open door. Unable to help myself, I entered the cellar, so the light from my candle flickered onto the dark ash in the mortar. A chill ran through me, damp and cold as I stood there, scarcely able to move for the petrifying fear that gripped me.

    By that time, all the servants were awake and clustered outside their rooms, staring at me in wonder.

    “Go back to bed,” I said, thrusting the pistol inside my coat pocket. “We’ve been burgled, but they’ve gone now.”

    I withdrew in something like a swoon, closing the door and returning up the stairs with my mind numb with shock.

    “Martin?” Evelyn was sitting up in bed, holding a candle in a brass candlestick. “Are you all right?”

    “We’ve been robbed,” I said. “Somebody has stolen the Bible and opened the cellar door.”

    “Is that all they stole?” Evelyn sounded relieved. “We’ll buy another one tomorrow.”

    My wife’s pragmatic solution pacified me for the moment until I glanced at the clock in the corner. It read six minutes past six.

    I could not restrain the shiver that ran down my spine. “It’s too late,” I said. “The evil is already loose.”

    I did what I could. Next morning, Evelyn and I installed another Bible in the cellar door. We locked and bolted the cellar and hoped that would entrap the evil, the thing, the entity, once again. I contacted the police and showed a hard-faced constable with a Hebridean accent the circular hole in the shutters.

    “That’s how your thief got in,” Constable MacDonald said, knowledgeably. “Open the shutters, slide open the window and the house is his to rob.” He looked at me through unsettlingly pale Gaelic eyes. “You were lucky he only stole a book,”

    I did not tell him what that book had been guarding. How could I? Who would believe me? Eventually, the constable left and I found workmen to repair the shutters and fit new padlocks and bolts on the cellar door although I knew, inside my heart, that the damage had been done. A criminal invading the house had allowed the evil to escape from the cellar and whatever I did would be futile.

    I changed the times on all the clocks in the house, wound them up myself and patrolled the house half that night, candle in hand, until Evelyn called me to bed.

    “You won’t be any use to anybody unless you get some sleep,” she told me severely.

    In the morning, even my watch indicated six minutes past six.

    “Evelyn.” I could feel the change in atmosphere, with new darkness descending. “I think it best if you live with your parents for a while.”

    “No.” Evelyn, that most loyal of women, shook her head. “We married for better or worse. Besides, what would I tell them?”

    “Tell them we have fallen out,” I said.

    “If I did,” Evelyn said, “my mother would be knocking on your door within five minutes, full of sage advice about marital quarrels and how to patch them. No, husband, dear. I stay, and we will face this together.”

    I was not happy with her decision and told her so, quite bluntly, hoping to force her to safety. I might as well have tried to call down the moon.

    Evelyn shook her head. “I’m staying,” she said, folding her arms with a show of determination that undoubtedly deserved more than a simple kiss.

    The next couple of days passed quietly and even the nights were without incident, except for the now-expected alteration of the clocks. Evelyn smiled at that. “It’s only a couple of clocks,” she said. “That won’t kill us. Perhaps the new Bible has done its work.”

    I accepted Evelyn’s practical attitude. “I might be exaggerating events,” I said, for in truth after the golden months that had passed, it was difficult to recall the blackness through which I had lived.

    “Good.” Evelyn’s smile always managed to instil optimism.

    I stepped into the surgery with a slightly lighter heart, saw my first half dozen patients without difficulty and started when the next walked in.

    “Good morning, Martin.” Swinton was smiling as he walked in, sat opposite me and crossed his legs. “I believe I have something of yours.”

    “Good morning,” I said, wondering what on earth he was talking about.

    “Your old black staff,” Swinton said. “I know how much it used to mean to you.”

    “Oh, I lost that weeks ago,” I said. “I dropped it in the Water of Leith.”

    “That’s exactly where it was found,” Swinton said. “It was the strangest of coincidences! I was walking down the Canongate on my way to Arthur’s Seat when I saw your staff in a pawn shop window. Why I said to myself, that’s Martin’s old stick, I swear to it.”

    “I hope you left it where it was.” I could feel the icy chill gripping my heart, for only evil could come from that staff.

    “Good heavens, no,” Swinton sounded surprised. “After all the good deeds you did for me, I would not dream of depriving you of your favourite walking stick.” He gave the slightly smug smile of a man conferring a great favour. “The old lady, Mother Marwick, she called herself, was delighted to sell it to me. She had it advertised at two shillings, but I managed to beat her price down to one-and-sixpence.”

    “A bargain at twice the price,” I said, with nausea rising in my throat and my head spinning. “Where is it now, Mr Swinton?” I hoped he had not brought that thing into the house.

    Swinton’s smile broadened. “Why, Martin, I left it on your hallstand. Are you all right, Martin? You look uncommonly pale.”

    I fought the sensations that threatened to overcome me. I prayed, God, how I prayed, that I could negate the evil that Swinton’s good deed had returned to my house. “Thank you,” I said. “I am very well, thank you.”

    “I do hope you have not been overworking,” Swinton said. “Your man told me your patients have increased of late.”

    “They have,” I said, hoping Swinton would leave soon so I could simply open the front door and throw the staff outside. Surely, if I did that, some unfortunate fellow would make off with it, thinking he had found a prize.

    “Well,” Swinton rose, reaching for his hat. “I am glad I was able to help you for once, Martin.” He stepped outside the surgery. “You are indeed busy today. I won’t delay you any longer.”

    I could only nod weakly as Swinton left. I cannot recall much of the remainder of that day. I must have attended a round score of patients, with ailments that were uncommonly plain, for I recollect none of them, merely a procession of grey, worried faces and flabby, overfed bodies demanding my attention. At last, the flood of patients flowed to a trickle, and then the final droplet and I was alone with my fears.

    “You may go,” I said to George, who had never seen me so agitated. Striding past him, I entered the broad inner hall, from where stairs ascended to the living rooms above and the servants’ quarters below. The hallstand stood in the outer hall, under a broad arched doorway and opposite a coloured print of Robert Burns. Even as I strode forward, I saw that staff, black and ornate, with the blank-faced skull on top and the human figures writhing up the shaft. When I looked again, I could see that the designs between the humans were circular, like carved golden guineas.

    The very sight of the staff made me shiver. Opening the door, I lifted the staff and threw it outside, where it clattered on the paving stones. I slammed the door quickly, trying to still the beating of my heart.

    “Martin?” Evelyn was staring at me. “Whatever is the matter?”

    “Nothing now,” I said, trying to summon a smile, which must have appeared like a death’s head grin.

    “You threw something into the street,” Evelyn said. “What was it?”

    “My carved black staff,” I said, still shaking. “Your father brought it back. He meant it kindly.”

    Evelyn paled. She put one hand to her mouth. “Martin!”

    “It’s outside now,” I said. “I hope some tramp will take it and we’ll never see it again.”

    Evelyn nodded. “I hope so too, Martin.” Walking into the front room, she peered out of the window. “It’s still there.”

    We spent a miserable evening, checking for the staff every few moments, to see it lying just where I had thrown it. A steady downfall of rain formed a puddle around the stick.

    “If that thing is still there tomorrow,” I said, “I’ll throw it in the river again.”

    “Yes, Martin,” Evelyn said. “That would be best.”

    I no longer wound up the clocks, although I resisted the temptation to get rid of them. That night, I dozed rather than slept and, every time I woke, Evelyn was also awake, with her face worried and her hands screwed into tight balls. On at least three occasions, she left our bed to peer out of the window, each time returning wordless, but with a quick shake of her head.

    “It will be all right,” I assured her.

    “Yes.” She gave me a tired smile, with her eyes dark shadows sunk in bruised pits.

    I must have slept for, as soon as it was light enough to see, I checked outside the house. The staff was gone, and the pavement was empty. I cannot describe my intense relief. I could have danced and sung at the top of my voice. Instead, I awoke Evelyn and told her.

    “Oh, thank God,” Evelyn said. “Thank God for all His mercies.”

    I slept then, to awake refreshed and enjoy a relaxed breakfast. Evelyn and I both joked with the servants, and only when I was dressed and ready for work did I see the black staff back in the hall stand.

    “Oh, sir,” the youngest maid told me happily, “I saw your favourite stick outside this morning. You must have dropped it.” She continued with her duties, quite unaware of the harm she had done.

    “Martin,” Evelyn whispered, holding onto my sleeve. “Throw it into the river.”

    I nodded. Grabbing the staff, I nearly ran from the house and into the broad stretch of Hanover Street.

    “Halloa, Doctor! I have not seen you for some time.”

    I spun in shock at the well-remembered voice.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER NINETEEN


      

     

    

   

    
    Of all the people I wished to avoid, the Honourable Peter was high on the list. Looking back now, I believe that some malignant force, some supernatural power, planted him there specifically to trap me. Unable to find adequate words, I could only stare at him as he stood in the centre of Hanover Street, leaning on an elegant gold-topped cane and smiling at me.

    “Are you not talking to your old friend, Doctor?” The Honourable Peter stepped across and patted my shoulder. “Surely you have seen enough of your charming new wife by now.”

    I cannot explain the transformation, except to say that it was sudden and must have flowed from the staff. The memories returned – the absolute elation when I won a hand at cards, the breathless excitement of the tables, the companionship of like-minded men, the easy friendships with the women, without responsibility or doubt.

    “By God, Peter.” I shook him by the hand. “It’s been a long time. Too long.”

    “Come, old boy, I just happened to be passing, on my way home, don’t ye know, and there you were, large as life and twice as ugly. Well, now, I said to myself, the old doctor is looking very respectable.”

    “That’s me,” I said, tapping my staff on the ground. “Respectability is my middle name.”

    We walked along George Street as the city awoke, two companions discussing the ways of the world.

    It was queer that my old friends seemed to appear that morning, men and women I had not seen for months greeted me with a lifted hat or a curtsey as they emerged from shops and houses. I felt the old devil-may-care attitude return as I adopted a swagger, swinging my staff.

    “Care for a good morning, Peter?”

    “I’ve been up all night, old chap!”

    “All the more reason, then. Something to wake you up for the day.”

    By that time, I was entirely my old self as we climbed up the Earthen Mound and strolled down the Lawnmarket to a close we both knew.

    “Why, Doctor Elliot!” The lady proprietor looked genuinely pleased to see me, although it was the gold in my pocketbook that attracted her rather than anything else. “Where have you been all these months?”

    I settled myself in my old spot in the corner, from where I could watch all the comings and goings. “Oh, the usual things, Peggy, my dear,” I gave her rump an affectionate slap. “Getting married, becoming respectable, attending the church. That sort of thing.”

    Peggy screeched with laughter. “Attend church? You! Why there would be thunder and lightning if that happened, and all the angels in heaven would weep blood!”

    I laughed. “Two glasses of your kill-me-deadly, Peggy,” I said, and no putting your finger in the glass, either.” I watched her bottom as she walked away, smiling.

    “Are you back with us, Doctor?” Peter asked. “Or just visiting?”

    “I’m back,” I said. “I can’t think why I ever left to join these sanctimonious prigs and their infernal, stuffy lives.”

    “We can try the cards if you have a mind for it,” Peter said. “Unless you have lost your skill.”

    “There won’t be any tables open at this time,” I said.

    “I know a place,” Peter said.

    We tossed back Peggy’s kill-me-deadly, which lived up to its name, being some foul rot-gut concoction from a hidden hope in the Moorfoot Hills. Still choking on the peat-reek fumes, I followed Peter down the Walk to Leith, where sailors filled mildly dangerous taverns, and dollymops flaunted themselves as they tried to catch my attention.

    I found the cards interesting at first, but after winning a few hands and adding some weight to my purse, it grew tame, and I sought more active pursuits. Leaving Peter to the pleasures of the green baize tables, I wandered down to the docks where the rougher areas were, and dropped into a seaman’s tavern. One had to be careful in such places for it was not unknown for unscrupulous innkeepers to doctor a drink so you could doze off in Leith and wake up on board some blood-boat outward bound for hell or Hindustan, whichever was the worst.

    As it happened, I kept my wits about me and found my way to a dog pit, where men gambled on their dog to fight another. It was a fascinating, bloody business and I put my money on a ragged-eared mastiff fighting some hirsute creature with a foreign name. The composition of the crowd was equally interesting, for around a third were women, and many had the appearance of respectability. Their excitement increased as the fight progressed, and some leaned right over the pit for a better view as the blood and fur flew harder. I watched one attractive young woman in a costly coat who was so close to the fighting that blood spattered her face. Behind her, looking slightly bored, was Lady Clarinda.

    My dog won, of course. I would have been astounded at any other outcome, and I pocketed my winnings, handed a guinea to the bookmaker, so he remembered me next time, and sauntered away, tapping my staff on the ground.

    “You there! I said, you, sir!”

    I felt the tap on my shoulder and turned around with my staff raised ready to defend myself, for some players take defeat hard. “Who the devil are you, sir?”

    The man was erect, with a hard jaw but servility rather than arrogance in his stance. “My lady wishes to speak to you,” he said.

    “Does she indeed?” I asked. “And who might your lady be?” As if I could not guess.

    I knew it was Lady Clarinda, who stood beside a dark coach-and-four with an imperious tilt to her face, tapping a riding crop against her very expensive boots. Disdaining to hurry, I sauntered towards her with the man, who I took to be her servant, at my side.

    “Good afternoon, your Ladyship.” I tipped my hat, eyeing her up.

    “Where the deuce have you been all this time, Doctor?” Lady Clarinda asked, with her breeding evident in every line of her stance and wealth oozing from her clothes and coach.

    “You may call me Martin,” I said, noting she did not smile. “And you, I presume, have been pining for my company.”

    When Lady Clarinda’s arm twitched, I thought she was going to strike me with her whip, which she would have enjoyed immensely, I knew. I eyed her coolly, ready to retaliate because, by God, I was not a man to take an insult from anybody. “I saw you at the dog-pit.” I took the initiative. “Excuse me, my Lady.” Licking the palm of my hand, I wiped a spatter of blood from her cheek as she stood, unflinching.

    “You used to be known as the lucky doctor,” Lady Clarinda said. “Do you still deserve that title?”

    “I have heard that name applied to me,” I agreed, “and I am always willing to try my fortune.”

    “Step inside.” Lady Clarinda entered her coach, leaving the door open for me to follow. I did, of course, for I was curious to find out what she wished from me. The interior was luxurious, padded with red leather and with velvet curtains across the windows. Lady Clarinda sat opposite me, examining me minutely as I remained silent, holding my staff in both hands.

    “Doctor Martin Elliot of George Street, recently married to Evelyn Swinton, whose father you helped out of financial embarrassment,” Lady Clarinda said as the coach rolled through Leith with surprising smoothness.

    “That’s correct,” I said. “I am glad you remember.”

    Lady Clarinda gave a smile of such sweet innocence that I knew instinctively that all the rumours about her were true. “The dog pit is not a place for a respectable married man.”

    “Nor for a respectable lady,” I returned.

    “Perhaps,” Lady Clarinda conceded, “but it suits me.”

    “And me.” I held her gaze, fully aware of what she was contemplating was not respectable in the slightest.

    Lady Clarinda proved my suspicions correct when she ordered her man to drive to her house on the southern outskirts of the city.

    “We’ll have privacy there,” Lady Clarinda told me, “although I don’t give a twopenny damn what people think.”

    I laughed, tapping my staff on the floor of her coach. “A woman after my own heart, by God!”

    Lady Clarinda lived in style, with a host of servants to look after her and a house where mere luxury would be an insult. The décor was like nothing I had seen before, with statues of classical nudes in every niche, and paintings that would shock a sergeant of marines.

    “Do you like it?” Lady Clarinda asked.

    “It is splendid,” I said, appreciating the display that spread before me.

    “The family has always collected art,” Clarinda said. “Art and curios.” She led me through the house, pointing out various objects. “That’s a shrunken head that my father picked up in the East. And that’s the headsman’s axe from some German town. One of my ancestors purloined that particular object when he was on the Grand Tour.”

    I laughed, wondering if all her line had possessed her singular tastes.

    Lady Clarinda paused at a curious metal contraption. “These are thumbscrews that the Inquisition used. I was thinking of trying them out when my tenants don’t pay the rent.”

    “Damned good idea,” I said, not quite sure if she was joking or not but rather hoping for the latter.

    “And this skull,” Lady Clarinda stopped at a skull that sat on a shelf, missing its jaw-bone. “I picked that up myself from the field of Waterloo.” She gave me a slow smile. “We were at the ball in Brussels before the battle, you see, and afterwards, when all the fire and fury finished, visited the field for souvenirs.”

    “I know it is impolite to ask,” I said, “but you must have been very young.”

    “I was 14 years old,” Lady Clarinda said, “and the Duke was very attentive. Very.” She smiled at some memory. “After the battle, all the ladies were collecting souvenirs. Skulls from the dead soldiers, letters, finger rings, boots or whatever we could find.” She stroked the skull as if it were some sort of pet. “I don’t know to which army this fellow belonged but he is rather a favourite of mine.”

    “I have a rival then,” I said.

    “A rival?” Lady Clarinda smiled. “Oh, Doctor, you do make me smile. What makes you think I have any affection towards you? We are two of a kind, you and I. We both want the same things.”

    I laughed at that, for I was very much in tune with Her Ladyship. Cupping one of her breasts, I squeezed lightly.

    “That’s the spirit,” Lady Clarinda said and responded by taking a generous handful of my left buttock. We broke apart a few moments later, reluctantly putting our eagerness aside.

    “You are married, then,” Lady Clarinda said.

    “I am,” I said.

    “So am I,” Lady Clarinda said. “Damned inconvenient sometimes, but there it is.”

    “It doesn’t have to be.” I traced my finger over the breast on the sculpture of Diana next to me. “One can always live as one wishes, with or without one’s spouse.”

    “My feelings exactly.” Lady Clarinda cupped her hand around an essential piece of David’s anatomy.

    “Where?” I asked.

    “Come.” Taking hold of the lapel of my coat, she led me through her house to the topmost room in the western wing.
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    “Martin?” Evelyn was at the front door when I arrived home. “Where have you been? Are you all right?”

    I could see she had been up all night.

    “Don’t be a goose, woman,” I said, tapping my staff on the floor. “I met an old friend.”

    “You still have that stick, I see,” Evelyn said, her voice icy. “I thought you were going to throw it away.”

    “I decided otherwise.” I pushed past her.

    Although it was no business of Evelyn’s how I spent my time, she seemed determined to control my life, if not by black looks and a cold attitude, then by other methods. I found the marital bed an unwelcoming environment and noticed various little signs of her displeasure over the next few days as I resumed my old life.

    One sign was a few verses in her hand that turned up one morning when I arrived, bleary-eyed and hungover, at my desk in the surgery.

     
      
       
       Clubs

       Turned up by a female hand

       Of all the modern schemes of Man

       That time has brought to bear,

       A plague upon the wicked plan

       That parts the wedded pair!

       My female friends they all agree

       They hardly know their hubs;

       And heart and voice unite with me

       We hate the name of Clubs!

      

     

    

    I read the epistle, shook my head, screwed up the paper and threw it on the floor for a servant to remove. Whether it was Evelyn’s own creation or she had cribbed it from some more talented hand, I neither knew nor care. The fact that she had the effrontery to try to shame me was reason enough for anger.

    I felt my mouth tighten. Who the devil did that woman think she was? She was my wife, not my mother, for God’s sake. I owned her, as surely as I owned my new black horse or the carpet under my feet. As my anger mounted, I contemplated slapping Evelyn to the ground or laying my whip across her shoulders. No, I told myself. I needed to preserve my image as a happily married man, despite her provocations. I would wait and see what opportunities presented themselves for dealing with her.

    My first target, I thought, would be her books. Evelyn was an inveterate reader. She devoured the damned things, sitting for hours consuming the words of Walter Scott, Hogg and God alone knew who else.

    I had little time for books now that I was back to my old ways, so resolved to throw the damned things on to the fire. I started with the Waverley Novels, Evelyn’s favourites, smiling as the flames curled around the pages, and slowly worked my way through her entire library.

    When I lifted the battered old volume of designs, it fell open, revealing the whorls and interlaced design that Evelyn had claimed to recognise.

    “What the devil?” I frowned. I remembered Evelyn’s surprise when she saw that picture, and now that the veil of love was removed from my eyes, I could recall where I had also seen it before. “Good God!” It was the same design that the whaling men had tattooed on Charles’s hip. “You blackguard, Charles! And you utter little bitch!”

    I felt the anger mount within me as suspicion altered to certainty.

    If Evelyn had seen that design, she must have seen Charles without his trousers. By God! She was indeed cuckolding me with my oldest companion! There was no other possible explanation, and I had been correct all along.

    My first instinct was to rush upstairs to the bedroom and thrash the blasted woman to within an inch of her life. I grabbed my staff and rose, picturing her cowering before me as I laid into her, but then I shook my head. That would bring instant satisfaction but would hardly cure the situation. Indeed it would possibly drive the ungrateful bitch closer to MacNeil. No. No, I had to think of something more suitable for the situation, something more long-lasting that I could savour in the months and years to come. I wanted a Highland victory, one that Mrs Evelyn bloody Elliot did not even know she had lost.

    Striding out of the house, I ignored the salutation of a bemused servant, slammed the door shut to show my fury and stormed along George Street, unsure where I was heading and aware only of the anger that burned through my veins.

    “By God, I’ll show her!” I said, again and again as I heard the echo of my feet on the hard paving stones. “Cuckold me, will she? And with that freckled Hebridean of all people! That back-stabbing, Highland rogue!”

    Shouldering people aside in my rage, I found myself back in the Old Town among the lower orders of humanity, the impoverished wretches who infested these foul closes and filthy wynds. The very idea of rubbing shoulders with them disgusted me, yet the woman I sought was here. Tapping my staff on the ground, I negotiated the intricate network of closes to arrive at Mother Marwick’s pawn shop. She looked up when I entered, with her eyes darker than ever and her brow creased into an inverted horseshoe.

    “Doctor Elliot,” she recognised me immediately. “Have you come for another book?”

    “I have not,” I laid my staff on her counter. “You sold this stick to my father-in-law.”

    Mother Marwick glanced at the staff. “I sold that staff to somebody,” she said. “I cannot say if it was your father-in-law or not.”

    “Where did it come from?”

    “Hell or Hindustan, for all I care,” Mother Marwick said carelessly.

    I leaned across the counter until my face was close to hers. “Don’t play games with me, woman. From where did you get it?”

    For the first time, I saw a flicker of respect – or was it fear? – on Mother Marwick’s face. “A young lad brought it to me,” she said.

    “Who?” I did not relent.

    “You’re not Doctor Elliot,” Mother Marwick said. “Who are you?”

    “Who do you think I am?” I took hold of her throat and began to squeeze, enjoying the fear in her eyes.

    “You’re him!”

    “Who?” I squeezed harder, watching the colour drain from her face.

    “You’re him!” Mother Marwick repeated.

    “Where did you get the staff?” I repeated. “Who brought it to you?”

    “John Menzies.” Mother Marwick had to gasp the word.

    I released her with a gesture of contempt. “Where does John Menzies live?”

    “Wherever he can,” Mother Marwick said, rubbing her throat. I revelled in her fear.

    “Where?” I pressed the end of my staff against her belly and pushed, gently at first but with increasing force.

    “With me!” Mother Marwick said at last. “He’s one of my boys!”

    “Where?” I had no idea that Mother Marwick had boys, so I did not relent until, in between gasps of pain, she told me how she organised her business.

    I learned that Mother Marwick ran a thieves’ kitchen off Fleshmarket Close, a place where orphans and the unwanted gathered for shelter and food, and where they learned the gentle arts of pickpocketing, theft and casual violence. From her kitchen, Mother Marwick sent her unwashed protégés all across the Old Town, occasionally even venturing across the bridges to the New. They stole anything that could be sold without being traced, and some valuables that could.

    “When will little Johnny be home?” I relaxed the staff slightly.

    “Tonight.” I enjoyed the terror in Mother Marwick’s eyes.

    “He’d better be,” I said, keeping my voice soft with menace as I withdrew from the shop. “He’d better be.”

    I spent the remainder of that day in Whisky Row, the long stretch of cellars and laigh-houses where kill-me-deadly whisky was on sale at the lowest possible prices to the paupers and broken men and women of the town. Recognising my need for sudden violence, not one of the gutter-dwellers came close to me, yet I was as sober as a kirk elder on Sunday noon when I left. Mere alcohol had no power over me that day.

    Fully aware that Marwick’s tatterdemalion minions were watching me, I entered her domain without warning and rapped my staff on her filthy floor. She lived in a warren of rooms that had once been the servant’s quarters of one of Scotland’s elite before the upper classes left the Old Town for the New. Marwick sat in an old armchair, with a horsewhip at one side and a tumbler of whisky at the other. In her home, she looked different, red-faced, with red hair and a bulbous nose and she was as ugly a woman as any I had met as she glared at me. “Well, Doctor Elliot or whoever you are. I’m here with my lads.”

    “I want John Menzies,” I said, hearing the whisky grate in my throat.

    “Find him.” Mother Marwick lifted her glass, full of venom and bluster with her boys around her.

    “Give me him.” I noticed the bulge under Mother Marwick’s rags and suspected there was a weapon there.

    “What are you going to do with him?” Mother Marwick’s dark eyes were nearly invisible behind folds of filthy flesh.

    “I am going to thank him,” I said, with what I hoped was a pleasant smile.

    “For what?” Mother Marwick asked.

    From the corner of my eye, I saw Marwick’s brood gathering. Boys and girls from the age of about four up to 12, they were ragged and filthy, with vicious eyes and hands like claws.

    “Ah, John, there you are,” I turned to face the group, with a smile on my face. The tallest of the boys jumped, as I had hoped he would, with his dirty red hair blazing like a fire. I lifted my staff. “Thank you for finding my walking stick.” Removing a guinea from my pocket, I flicked it across to him. “Here. Spend that on something sensible.”

    I saw the surprise, nearly amounting to shock, on John’s thin face.

    “Where did you find it?” I asked casually.

    “I never stole it,” John said.

    “Where did you find it?” I put an edge into my voice.

    “It came to me,” John said. “I was looking at the river in case anybody had dropped anything and the stick was there.”

    I could understand that. “Thank you, John.” The stick had refused to float away. It had found its way back to Edinburgh through the medium of this boy.

    When I turned around, Mother Marwick was pulling a pistol from under her rags, as I suspected. Sidestepping, I swung my staff, catching the barrel of the gun, so it fell from the old woman’s grasp.

    “You should not play with guns,” I said. Although I was tempted to beat the old witch to a pulp, I knew her boys respected her, and I needed their help. “I’m not your enemy, Mother,” I said, lifted the gun and returned it.

    “Oh, and John,” I kept my voice casual. “If I ever find you stealing a Bible from me again, I will place you on my surgeon’s table and anatomise you while you are still alive.” Leaning closer, I pressed my staff against his groin. “I am a good friend, John, but an ill man to cross. Do you understand?”

    “Yes,” John said with his eyes wide.

    “Yes, what?” I twisted the staff hard.

    “Yes, sir,” John nearly squealed.

    “Don’t forget.” I tossed him another guinea to sweeten the pill. “I’ll be back,” I said, as I left Mother Marwick’s thieves’ kitchen. I had laid the groundwork of punishment and reward. Now I had to weave a web to catch my prey.

    Charles MacNeil. The name thrummed through my head like the beating of a drum. That bastard had cuckolded me with Evelyn. There was no other explanation for what happened; there was no other way that Evelyn could have seen his tattoo. But what could I do about it?

    I walked the streets, fuming with rage, glowering at everybody I passed as I tapped my stick on the ground and thumped down my feet. I would confront MacNeil, that’s what I would do. I would confront him and have it out. As I mused over the details of the impending meeting, I found myself smiling with grim anticipation. By God, nobody would cuckold me and get away with it!

    Where and when?

    I would meet him somewhere he was off his guard and nobody else there. I grinned, swinging my staff as the ideas crammed into my head. Yes, I would get my own back on Doctor Charles precious bloody MacNeil, and then I had something suitable in mind for my oh-so-respectable wife as well, with her pious church-attending and innocent smiles. Whisky Row welcomed my money once more as I sat among the broken people, ignoring their pleas for whisky while I formulated my plans. Eventually, with my mind made up, I returned to Mother Marwick’s kitchen again, peering through the door and entering in with my stick over my shoulder.

    “Where’s young Johnny-boy?” I asked.

    “Here I am, sir!” As I expected, my present of two golden guineas on my last visit had bought the lad, body and soul. We all have a price, you see, and the lower the class, the less one had to pay to purchase them. Even the unco guid can be bought, in my experience – just offer them something that shows them in an even more pious light and they will fall over themselves to do as you want. It’s all a matter of applying the right pressure on the correct spot.

    “Do you know who I am, Johnny-boy?” I asked, tapping at the ground with my staff.

    “Yes, sir,” Johnny looked up at me from his narrow, cynical eyes. “You’re the man what gave me two guineas.”

    “Do you know my name?”

    John shook his head, which was just as well for him. If he said too much, nobody would notice if a little street urchin disappeared, and nobody would care if his body was found in some pile of night soil.

    “Some people call me Mr Black,” I said, “others call me Lucifer.” I tried to frighten this red-haired child who had the eyes of a middle-aged man. “Do you want to earn another guinea?” I held up the gold coin, then jerked it away when John reached for it.

    John nodded vigorously.

    “Then I want you to follow a man for me. Tell me everything he does and everywhere he goes. Follow him for a week. Can you write?”

    John shook his head.

    “Can any of your friends write?”

    One boy held up his hand. He might have been eight years old, but from his diminutive size and scrawny frame, he appeared half that age.

    “Then write down everything this man does. I will pay five shillings a day for seven days’ work, which is 35 shillings. That’s one guinea for you, Johnny-boy, and 14 shillings for your scribe, the writer.”

    “Who is the man?” John asked.

    “Come with me, and I’ll show you.” When Mother Marwick objected, I tapped my staff, hard, on her knee, looked into her eyes and warned her to back away.

    Having set my filthy watchdogs on to Charles, I left them to their work and returned to my old ways. I barely returned home, attended surgery once a week and only saw the most important clients, treated my faithless wife with cold disdain and sacked one of the servants for insolence.

    While not wasting my time in George Street, I attended my clubs, with my winnings mounting day by day and night by night. It was expected that Lady Clarinda began to accompany me regularly, and we got along famously, often forming partnerships that cleaned the table. Indeed Lady Clarinda was the only female allowed in some of the clubs.

    “How do you get in?” I asked her once.

    “I own this establishment,” she told me, smiling, which answered all my questions.

    At the end of the week, I returned to Mother Marwick’s with my staff in my hand and my purse weighty with gold.

    “Well, my lad?” I addressed John directly, ignoring the crowd of ragged tykes that waited hopefully for crumbs from my luxurious table. They could not help me, so they were less than the dirt beneath my feet.

    “He just goes from his house to his work and back,” John said. “He leaves his house in Thistle Street at seven in the morning and goes back at eight at night, except Sunday when he goes to church.”

    “Anything else?”

    “Aye,” John said. “On Wednesday he went to a house in Abercrombie Street and saw a woman there. And twice on his way back from work he called in at a house in Queen Street.”

    “Did it have a green door?”

    “Aye. A woman met him there.”

    That would be Evelyn, betraying me and with her parents’ consent, by the sound of it. Aye, well, I dealt with Swinton once, and I could do it again, by Christ, or not by Christ, as occasion demanded.

    I tossed a guinea to Johnny, added another to the scribe and, as the others watched hungrily, added a third to Mother Marwick. I leaned over the old witch and whispered in her ear. “If anybody ever hears of this, Mother, I’ll burn you alive.”

    When she looked at me, I saw the fear in her eyes. “I know you will,” she said.

    Tapping my staff on the ground, I sauntered away, hatching plans.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


      

     

    

   

    
    Was it Robert Burns who said that the best-laid plans of mice and men aft gang agley? Or was it some other homespun poet with an inflated conceit of himself? I neither knew nor cared as I followed through the plans I had made. I had intended to serve Charles as I had served Swinton. I wished to destroy him, to humiliate him utterly and have him come crawling to me on his hands and knees to beg my forgiveness. He had dared to seduce my wife, my property, the woman I had gained with so much effort. I planned to destroy his professional reputation and impoverish him, so he lived with the most debased of society, or returned to his barren island to exist with the knowledge of his failure for the remainder of his whisky-sodden life. I would ask about his patients, take them from him and leave him with none, then spread stories about his incompetence, for a start.

    With that in mind, I sought Charles’s company, catching him in the darkest part of the town where there were no witnesses.

    “Charles!” I lifted my staff in greeting, smiling as tradition demands when meeting an old friend.

    “Martin.” Charles looked wary, as well he might, the cuckolding bastard.

    “I have not seen you around,” I said, extending my right hand in greeting. We shook hands as I stared into Charles’ eyes, searching for any signs of guilt. I saw plenty there, shifting shadows in his pupils. Aye, my lad, I thought, I have you now, and I’m going to keep you. Since regaining possession of my stick, my perception had increased, so that I could sense fear and guilt better than ever before. The only person I could not work out was Evelyn, who seemed immune. I only ever found love, concern and confusion within her. Doubtless, marriage created a barrier to my comprehension.

    “Let’s go for a stroll,” I suggested, “unless you’d prefer a dram or two?”

    I sensed Charles’s nervousness. “A stroll would be good,” he agreed.

    Moving to his right side, I linked my arm with his, so neutralising his strongest arm and putting him at an immediate disadvantage.

    “I have not seen you for some time.” I took control, guiding him downhill, towards the Water of Leith. Wind, earth, fire and water – each was dangerous and each could be harnessed for one’s own ends if the conditions were favourable.

    I knew Canonmills well, even in the gloaming, and wandered, seemingly aimlessly, along the bank of the river, with the water churning brown on my right, the mills working slowly and the trees dipping to the music of the wind.

    “I hear you have found a sweetheart?” I asked as we approached a dark bend where the trees shielded us from view. The wind was rising, rubbing the branches together. I looked behind me in case somebody was watching, but there was nobody except Charles and me.

    “How did you know? Did Evelyn tell you?”

    The admission was so bold that it took me aback. “Why would Evelyn do that?”

    “Why not?” Charles sounded surprised.

    I gripped my staff tighter as the red rage mounted within me and my carefully formulated plans for interrogating Charles about his patients vanished like snow off a dyke. “Evelyn’s my wife!”

    “I’m well aware of that,” Charles looked around him. “It’s getting very dark, isn’t it? I think we’d best get back to civilisation, don’t you think?”

    All my previous intentions vanished when Charles spoke. My anger took over as I thought of him with Evelyn, as I thought of the pair of them together in bed, their bodies intertwined as Evelyn admired his shameful tattoo. Lifting my staff with both hands, I swung at him, knocking him to the ground. Charles roared as he fell, turning a white face to me in pretended astonishment as I swung the staff again, smashing it against his head, then his ribs and then his back. I did not feel the bones break, although I knew he was unconscious, so I rolled him over and thrust his head under the swirling brown water of the river. He lay there, unmoving as I held him, counting the minutes in my head before I resorted to the watch in my weskit.

    It was five minutes past six. I watched as the minute hand moved one more notch, and I knew that Charles was dead.

    Dragging the body from the river, I placed it under a bramble bush and contemplated what to do next. I had not intended to kill Charles when I brought him here, but his words had condemned him, acting as witness, jury and judge. We had merely played the executioner, my staff and I.

    For a moment, I stared at the body of the man I had once considered a friend. He lay there with blood smudging the freckles on his face, and mud smearing his smart clothes. I was tempted to simply throw him into the river and allow the current to take him, but if anybody found his body, the police might ask questions. No, I tapped my staff on the ground, I had a far better method of disposing of friend Charles and one he would undoubtedly have appreciated. I began to laugh, mocking the life I once had, and then I sang, with the words of Maggie Lauder bitter in the dark air beside the river.

     
      
       
        
      

     

     * * *

    

    Sandy looked at me from the door of his house, and then he glanced at my staff. “I don’t understand, Doc. I thought you had got rid of that thing.”

    “It came back to me.” I stepped inside Sandy’s house and took a seat. “All by itself.”

    “Throw it away, for God’s own sake,” Sandy sat a good six feet away from me. “I warned you of the evil in it.”

    I laughed at him. “I need your help, Sandy Tait,” I said.

    “No,” Sandy shook his head. “I’m not doing anything for you. Not until you rid yourself of that thing.”

    “Oh, but you are!” I pressed the skull end of my staff under Sandy’s chin and lifted him from his seat. “If you don’t, the police will find out all about your grave robbing and transporting dead bodies through the streets. More importantly, I’ll tell the relatives of the dead as well, and lead them to your address.” I laughed in his face. “Can you imagine their reaction, Sandy? I can.”

    I allowed the idea to sink into his mind as I stared at him. “They would storm your house, Sandy, all the angry relatives. They would drag you into the street, kicking and punching you, and out there,” I went on, gesturing towards the Lawnmarket, “they would loop a rope over some handy projection, and hang you. You know that the Edinburgh mob is not amenable to sense or reason.”

    I knew my words were striking home. The staff gave me the gift of eloquence, or perhaps it weakened the resistance of others to argue.

    “What do you want, damn you?” Sandy asked.

    “That’s better, old chap,” I withdrew the staff, smiling. “Just the loan of a sedan chair and two hefty porters who know how to keep their mouths shut and say nothing.”

    “I’ll come myself,” Sandy said, rubbing his chin. “Who is the passenger?”

    “None of your damned business,” I said, tapping my staff on the ground. “Meet me at the Bridge at Canonmills at midnight.”

    “That’s a long carry,” Sandy said.

    “You’ll be paid.” I tapped my staff on the floor. “It’s strange how all you mealy-mouthed good people become much more pliable at the gleam of gold.”

    I was at the bridge at 10 minutes short of midnight when the wind carried biting rain, and the trees lashed each other in protest. The weather suited me, as only the hardiest or most stupid of people would be abroad on a night such as this. After a few moments, I saw Sandy and another man carrying their sedan, leaning into the wind as they negotiated the steep hill from the ancient Barony of Broughton.

    “Over here.” I emerged from the shelter of a tree as the porters approached. I had taken the precaution of covering Charles’s face with a sack and wrapping a roll of canvas around his body so that nobody would recognise him. “Open the door.”

    The second man was burly, with the battered face of an ex-pug mostly hidden by his slanted blue bonnet. He obeyed my order without question, and I bundled the body inside the sedan. “Take us to the Grassmarket,” I said. “My old surgery.”

    The pug lifted his end of the chair without demur, while Sandy gave me a look that would have cracked glass. I led the way, not too quickly, ready to divert any stray pedestrian who looked too closely at the passenger within the sedan chair. As it happened, the time and weather kept the road quiet, and we only met one man, who was too inebriated to know if it was Monday or Christmas.

    I was fortunate that I had retained the Grassmarket surgery and ordered the porters to tip the body on to the floor and leave the rest to me. They did so, with the pug waiting hopefully for me to pay him, and Sandy looking very unhappy.

    “No good will come of it, Doctor,” he said.

    “It’s only another body,” I said.

    “Not the corpse,” Sandy said. “I mean the staff. You’d best rid yourself of it.”

    I laughed again, tapped my staff on the ground and threw down a handful of guineas. While the pug scrabbled on the floor for them, Sandy ignored the gold completely.

    “Doctor,” Sandy said. “For the sake of your immortal soul, get rid of that damned staff.”

    “I will not.” I watched in some amusement as the pug lifted the last guinea. “I’ll call on you if I need you again,” I said.

    “You need help, Doctor,” Sandy said. “You need more help than I can give you.”

    I closed the door without another word as I had no further use for Sandy or his muscular, brainless companion.

    I had a lot of work to do. I knew that Charles would be missed, and people would organise a search for him. The police might ask me if I had seen him, but as a respectable member of society, they would not dream that I had killed the unfortunate fellow, my oldest and dearest friend. However, it would be best to dispose of the body before it could be recognised, and what better way than in full view?

    Dragging the corpse through to my anatomy lab, I quickly placed it on the surgical table, stripped it, removed any valuables for my own use and carefully burned the clothes.

    As Charles’s face was his most recognisable part, I cured that problem by sawing off his head. The familiar features seemed to smile at me as I dissolved the soft tissue in strong acid, leaving the head submerged until only the skull remained.

    “There you are, Charles,” I said. “How’s that then? Now you will remain with me for ever, part of my surgery.” I patted the smooth white skull. “I will let you see Evelyn from time to time, so you know I am taking great care of the one you wanted.”

    I was smiling as I turned the decapitated body on its side and sliced off the revealing tattoo to ensure there was nothing that could be identified as Charles. Cleaning up the body, I laid it ready for dissecting. Carefully washing the skin that held the tattoo, I placed it in a drawer and left it there while I proceeded with the next stage of my plan.

    I whistled Maggie Lauder as I strolled to the university, tapping my staff on the ground as the rain continued to fall, weeping from the slate roofs of Edinburgh’s tenements and polishing the granite cobblestones so that they gleamed. Water was such an attractive element, I thought, nature’s cleanser.

    “It’s some time since you held an anatomy class.” Dr Knox was in the university as I posted notices of my forthcoming anatomy class.

    “I don’t have the opportunity very often,” I said.

    “Bodies are hard to come by,” Knox agreed, nodding sagely. “One needs a regular source of supply. I presume you resort to resurrection men?”

    “I like to keep my sources private,” I told him.

    “As do I,” Knox said, nodding. Candlelight glinted on his glasses, giving him a most sinister appearance, so I wondered if I should invite him to some of my clubs. After a short debate with myself, I decided not to. He was a humourless, cold-blooded kind of fellow, quite unable to understand the joy of what the unco guid termed as sin, and without joy, what was the point of breaking the establishment’s rules? Truly, I think that the absence of pleasure and fun is the essence of hell. I see it as a place shorn of hope and laughter, where normality is grey, and the future is the same as the past, with no change or variety. The essence of humanity is colour, excitement, the thrill of new experiences. Having an existence of monochrome regularity is to live without fun, and to live within rigid laws is not to live at all. I shudder to think of a regulated life, with people lacking the freedom to laugh or tease, experiment or live to excess.

    “I hope you have a good turn-out,” Knox said.

    “I have only a small anatomical surgery,” I said. “Even a dozen students make quite a crowd,” I said, tapping my staff on the floor. “I won’t be challenging your position, Doctor.”

    “I should think not, indeed,” Knox said, with an insincere little laugh. That man tried to emphasise his respectability too much. Evil recognises evil like good knows good, and I could sense the cold streak of cruelty running through Knox, so different from my hot-blooded passion. Knox would encourage sin without taking part and would appear shocked at the results of actions he had instigated. He would be an excellent politician, I thought, or a disinterested man of science who could evolve a new weapon or method of torture while turning away from the results.

    I reread my notice, inviting any anatomy student to express their interest in my class. ‘The first dozen will be selected,’ I added, hoping for a quick response.

    I was highly gratified when nearly two score medical students had appended their name to the list. I drew a line after the initial twelve, added the place and date and left the university. I rather liked that building with its classical lines, its columns and courtyard, and wished I could be in some way connected to such an august establishment. However, Dr Knox was their first choice of anatomist, and short of killing him, I could see no way of replacing his cold bleakness. I tapped my staff on the ground, toying with the idea of removing Knox as I had Charles, and displaying his body for anatomy. The idea was so appealing that I laughed out loud, which earned me some reproving glares. The courtyard of Edinburgh University was evidently not a place for humour.

    “I do like your stick,” Knox said when we stopped at the entrance to the university, with the windy Bridges between me and the main bulk of the city.

    I held it up. “I threw it away once,” I said, “but it came back to me.”

    “May I see it?” Knox took hold of my staff to examine it. “It’s heavy,” he said. “And very ornate. What do these carvings mean?”

    I looked at him sideways. “The lowest one is a female, then comes a man sliding up the staff of the stick, and strings of coins connect to the human head on top. I am surprised you are unable to recognise them, Doctor.”

    Knox looked again. “I can’t see any man or any woman,” he said. “I can only see geometric designs and the skull.”

    I looked at the staff again. To me, the coiled woman and climbing man were plain, while even the head on top had altered, gaining definite features. “Perhaps it takes a while to work out,” I said, recovering my staff, for I did not like others to separate us for long.

    Waving farewell to Knox, I began the walk back, savouring the warmth of the stick in my hand. When I reached the North Bridge, with the great chasm beneath me and the wind howling as only an Edinburgh wind can, I lifted the staff to examine it once more. Yes, the naked man and woman retained their places around the staff, but for the first time, I could make out the features of the head and face on top. As I looked, smiling, I saw an undoubted human face on the head. Before, I had only seen a skull, so my perception must have increased, somehow. Even as I looked, I saw the face alter, the nose lengthen and straighten, the chin firm until Charles was looking directly at me with his mouth open in a soundless scream.

    “Dear God!”

    Unable to help myself, I dropped the staff. It clattered on the ground, rolled and lay still, with Charles’s face staring up at me, the eyes accusing.

    Dear God! What am I doing? What have I done? I looked around in sudden horror as the reality of my situation bit hard. I had murdered my dearest friend in a fit of jealousy. I stood still, with Edinburgh’s notorious wind threatening to lift the hat from my head and propel it over the parapet of the bridge into the void below. I was a murderer, and I was planning to dissect Charles’s body. Nausea rose in my throat, nearly choking me as my recent behaviour rushed into my head.

    Evelyn? Where are you? I need your stability now, more than ever before. But you cuckolded me with Charles!

    “Are you all right, sir?” The elderly gentleman was full of concern as he rushed over and held my arm. “You look very unwell.”

    I stared at the man, seeing his gentle eyes as he guided me to the parapet. “Hold on here, sir, while I fetch your stick.”

    For one brief, betraying moment I contemplated hurling myself over the side of the bridge as my despair mounted and the unsupportable guilt of my actions overcame me. How could I live with myself, knowing what I had done? The prospect of death invited me, with its unconditional acceptance of anybody and complete emptiness. Come sweet death, where all our cares are nothing, and our guilt does not gnaw at brains that cannot cope with more pain.

    “Your stick, sir.” The old gentleman tried to thrust the staff into my hand. I recoiled, recognising the evil in that length of black wood.

    “No, no,” I said. “Throw it away, for God’s own sake, throw it away.”

    “That’s your staff.” I did not notice Lady Clarinda’s coach draw up until she stood beside me. “Come on, Doctor.”

    “Do you know this gentleman, madam?” my kindly old duffer asked.

    “I do,” Lady Clarinda said. “With your permission, sir, I will take him home in my coach.”

    “Of course, of course,” the silly old duffer said, helping me on to the black coach as Lady Clarinda captured my staff.

    “Thank you, sir,” Lady Clarinda said. “George Street, driver, and drive with care.”

    Leaning back in the luxury of that coach, I watched as Clarinda shook her head at me, then examined my staff. “What a strange fellow you are, Martin, and what curious workmanship in this stick.”

    I was returning to myself again as my foolish thoughts of only a few minutes ago dissipated. “It is my lucky staff,” I said. “People seem to see different things.”

    “Oh?” Clarinda turned the staff around in her hands. “I see a naked woman at the base, a naked man crawling up the shaft and a screaming face on top, with some intricate circular patterns in between.”

    “That’s what I see,” I said. “Others can see only a variety of complex designs.”

    “It’s warm.” Clarinda smiled across to me, with her mouth slightly parted to reveal her perfect white teeth. “As if it’s a living thing. I’ll take you home,” she said. “I’d like to meet your wife. Evelyn, isn’t it?”

    “That’s her name.” When I reached across to retrieve my staff, Clarinda pulled it further away from me.

    “Not so fast, Martin, not so fast. I rather like the feel of this stick.” She ran her hand over the man’s body, lingering and patting as her eyes sought mine. “Do you wish to part with it? I’d pay any price you wish to name.”

    Ten minutes ago, I would have handed the stick over without a thought. Now, as my true personality replaced the milk-and-water doctor, I shook my head. “That staff is part of me,” I said.

    “I wonder.” I sensed the intelligence in Clarinda’s eyes as she continued to hold my staff. Once again, I had that desperate desire to allow her to retain it, to shout she could take the blasted thing, to leap out of the coach and run, and run and run and run. To grab Evelyn and hustle her down to Teviotdale and never again return to this oxymoronic city that appeared one thing on the surface but was so different underneath.

    Clarinda laughed. “There you are, Martin.” She tossed the staff over, and I caught it. “It’s not quite time yet.”

    “Thank you,” I said, savouring the feel of my stick even as I wondered at her words. I was incomplete without that staff; we were one person with a single merged personality.

    Lady Clarinda leaned closer. “You are not the right person for the wand.”

    “What?” I stared at her, clutching the staff close to me. “What the devil do you mean by that?”

    Lady Clarinda smiled, shaking her head. “There is too much residual goodness in you,” she said.

    I could say nothing to that, as the coach clattered northwards through the busy New Town streets.

    When we pulled up outside my house, the coachman opened the door and handed Clarinda out, with me following. Evelyn was in the outer hall when we entered, looking anxious, compared to the aristocratic calm of Clarinda.

    “Mrs Elliot.” Clarinda gave a formal curtsey. “I do apologise for the intrusion into your home, but I thought it best to return your husband to you.”

    “I did not know you had him,” Evelyn retorted, with steel in her voice and eyes. “Who are you, pray?”

    “I am Lady Clarinda Snodgrass,” my Ladyship said calmly. “I found your husband not 20 minutes ago, standing looking dazed on the North Bridge.”

    “Dazed?” Evelyn repeated, with her attitude immediately changing to concern.

    “I thought it best to bring him home to you.” Lady Clarinda was looking about her. “What a charming house you have, Mrs Elliot.”

    “Thank you.” Evelyn wrapped an arm around my shoulders, although whether it was an act of solicitude or ownership, I am not sure. I will be charitable and say the former. “Will you stay to tea, your Ladyship?”

    “Alas, no,” Lady Clarinda said. “I merely came to deliver your husband. He looked unwell.”

    With another flurry of curtseys, Lady Clarinda withdrew. I heard her coach clatter across the cobbles, and Evelyn led me to my chair in the parlour. “Where have you been, Martin? And why have you still got that horrible stick?”

    “It is my staff,” I said. “The rod and staff that comforts me.”

    “That is blasphemy,” Evelyn said severely. “Oh, Martin, I don’t want you going back as you were. I want the man I married.”

    I laughed, tapping my staff on the carpet. “Where do you think the money for this house came from Evelyn? Not from my medical practice. It came from gambling, Evelyn, my dear, and this staff gave me luck.”

    “It changes you,” Evelyn said simply. “I’d prefer an honest doctor with no money to a rich gambler.” When she stepped back, I saw the tears glinting in her eyes. “Please, Martin, for my sake, for the sake of our marriage, please throw that stick away.”

    “I will not.” I leaned closer to her, feeding on her anguish. “I’d rather throw you away than my staff.”

    Evelyn recoiled, covering her mouth with her hand as my words bit home. Swinging my staff, I mounted the stairs to our bedroom. “Come up here, Evelyn,” I ordered.

    “Martin!” Evelyn spoke through her tears.

    “Come here,” I ordered, “or I’ll drag you up!” I watched as she obeyed. The feeling of power was very satisfying, and I wondered why I did not employ it more often. If I had, Evelyn might have been too scared to stray.

    In future, I told myself, I would ensure that Evelyn obeyed me without question, or I’d take it out of her hide. As I pushed her into the bedroom, I found that idea very appealing indeed – the woman had a nerve to argue with her husband and master.
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    My dozen students watched as I demonstrated the gentle art of carving up a human corpse. Charles would have been proud of me as I sliced, diced, eviscerated and removed, all the while explaining what I was doing to the young men. For one crazy moment, I wished I had invited Lady Clarinda and Evelyn to view the spectacle. My Ladyship would have revelled in every second, I knew, while it would be sweet revenge for Evelyn to witness me emasculating her lover.

    “What happened to his head?” One eager fellow asked.

    “He lost it, I fear, Mr Edgar,” I said.

    “How?” This persistent man asked.

    “In a mining accident, I believe.” I had the story ready in case of just such a contingency. “That is why we have the body here, as a headless man isn’t much use down the pit.” I waited for the obligatory laugh. When a teacher makes a joke, his class must laugh, or he will mark out the dissenters.

    “How about his other wound. That’s new.” My impudent fellow was asking far too many questions. “Did he lose his skin down the pit as well?”

    “Ask him,” I said. “He might tell such a clever fellow as you, Mr Edgar.”

    I continued with my dissection, ensuring that I asked the inquisitive Mr Edgar the most difficult of questions. There are two methods of dealing with such students; one can ignore them and hope they wither in the shadows of neglect, or one can confront them head-on and highlight their lack of knowledge until they are belittled and succumb to silence. I preferred the latter approach and fixed my troublemaker with a most steely stare as I demonstrated.

    “Now you.” I stepped back with Charles’s blood dripping from my arms and his mutilated body lying before me. “Mr Edgar. Remove the heart, please.”

    Already unsettled by my pitiless questioning, Edgar was nervous and his hand was less steady than it should have been, so his incision was out of the straight when he tried to cut out Charles’s heart. I stepped back, allowing him to get deeper into a mess before shaking my head in supposed irritation and showing the correct method.

    When the class finally filed out, their bungling had proved a complete success. Nobody now would be able to identify Charles from the mangled remains on my table, while I had established a reason for carrying a body into my surgery. No sane man, of course, would advertise his crimes by putting his murder victim on public display, which was my next intention.

    I have heard of schools of anatomy where they simply throw the dissected corpses outside so that passers-by are subjected to the illuminating sight of disembodied arms, legs and other pieces of the human anatomy. I did not do that, partly because I was in the middle of a densely populated area, and also because some inquisitive police officer might ask awkward questions. I know that many people believe the police lack intelligence, but I think the opposite. They are the worst enemy of crime and can be relentless in their pursuit of criminals.

    I was fortunate in having a large fireplace and slowly burned every piece of flesh before soaking Charles’s frame in acid to leave only his skeleton. To an ordinary person, such a procedure would be tedious, but to a medical man, it is fascinating to witness the effects of acid on human flesh and tissue. We are such fragile creatures to have achieved so much.

    Finally, I again utilised Sandy’s sedan to transport the skeleton to my house in George Street.

    “What is it this time?” Sandy was in a public when I sat opposite him.

    “Your sedan chair.” I pushed a guinea across the table to him.

    “Another body?” He pocketed the gold without comment.

    “Only the frame of one,” I said.

    Sandy glowered at me from under his fringe of auburn hair. “For the love of God, Elliot, throw away that damned stick!”

    I laughed and stepped to the door. “My Grassmarket surgery,” I said. “Seven o’clock tonight.”

    “You’re losing your wife as well,” Sandy warned.

    Ignoring his ramblings, I strolled away.

    With Charles’s remains safely in George Street, I reassembled his skeleton in my surgery, placed the skull back where it belonged and had the entire structure hanging in full view opposite my desk.

    “There you are, Charles,” I said, leaning back in my chair and sipping from a glass of claret. “That’s what happens when you try to steal my wife.”

    I found it highly amusing to have Evelyn enter the surgery and stand next to the skeleton of her lover. In fact, I made a point of ordering her in so we could talk together like an amiable husband and wife, while Charles grinned inanely in the background, with every little draught setting his bones to rattle.

    Only a day after I placed the skeleton, Evelyn knocked and entered my surgery in what I can only describe as a mild panic.

    “Evelyn?” I looked up from my desk.

    “Have you heard the news? Charles MacNeil has vanished,” Evelyn said without any preamble.

    “I had not heard that,” I said. “What do you mean by vanished?”

    “He has not turned up at his surgery,” Evelyn said, “and nobody has seen hair nor hide of him for some days.”

    “Not hair nor hide?” I repeated. “How about blood or bone?” I thought that amusing as Evelyn stood 12 inches from Charles’s skeleton.

    “What?” Evelyn shook her head, “this is no time for humour, Martin. Your friend, our friend, is missing. He could be lying hurt somewhere.”

    “Aye, your friend Charles,” I said, putting an edge to my voice. “You will miss him.”

    “So will you, I hope,” Evelyn said.

    “He is with me always,” I said solemnly.

    Evelyn glared at me. “Are you not even a little bit concerned?”

    “I am sure he is in some surgery just now, watching all that is happening,” I said, smiling.

    “Elaine is distraught,” Evelyn said.

    “Oh? Why is your sister upset?”

    “Surely, you know!” Evelyn gave me her coldest of stares. “Elaine and Charles have been walking out together for some months. Why, Charles has been confiding his feelings for her to me and visiting my parents to discuss arrangements.”

    I raised my eyebrows as Evelyn stormed out of the room. So the dark-haired woman in Abercrombie Street had been Elaine. Perhaps Charles had not cuckolded me, and I had killed him for nothing. I found that highly amusing and laughed uproariously, lifting a glass to the skeleton. “A toast to you, Charles, and the women in your death.” Then I remembered the tattoo and the picture in the book. “Aye, Evelyn, you are not innocent.”

    It was later that same day that a policeman called at the house. I had been expecting such a visit as I had been Charles’s friend, so had my answers prepared when a sergeant clumped into the house in his heavy boots with his swallow-tail coat looking old-fashioned and his rabbit-skin top hat held under his arm.

    “Good evening, Officer,” I said, as politely as I could as the servant showed the fellow into my surgery. “Please take a seat and tell me what I can do for you.”

    “I am Sergeant Edward Fitzpatrick, number 39,” the man said awkwardly. “I have come to ask what you know about Dr Charles MacNeil.”

    I gave him chapter and verse on Charles’s life and career, waiting patiently as he carefully and laboriously wrote everything in his notebook. I kept him in my surgery for over an hour, all the time with Charles’s skull grinning behind his shoulder and Charles’s bones rattling with every slight breeze in the room.

    “When did you last see him, sir?” Fitzpatrick asked.

    I could not remember but threw him a few dates for good measure. “I’m recently married,” I said, “so as you imagine, other things have occupied my attention.”

    “Of course, sir.” The good sergeant closed his notebook with a slight snap.

    When Sergeant Fitzpatrick left, I again toasted Charles with claret, put a glass in his bony hand and stifled my laughter.

    “Nobody will ever know, old chap, except you and me.”

    I leaned back in my chair, stuffed tobacco in the bowl of my long-stemmed pipe, applied the candle-flame to the tobacco and smiled. I had money in the bank and not a single debt to my name, I was respected by the respectable and admired or even feared by the less reputable and had removed the man who had possibly cuckolded me. In short, I was successful in all the fields that matter.

    There was one minor concern, and again Evelyn was at the centre. Twice in the last week, I had seen Sandy Tait in George Street, each time hurrying away from the corner where my house was. The image remained in my mind for some time, so I strode around town, wondering, and when I returned, I asked Evelyn if she knew anything about it. Her reply infuriated me.

    “Yes,” Evelyn said calmly, although she fingered Ruth Anderson’s silver cross on her gown as if seeking help. “Sandy Tait was here, and he’ll be back shortly.”

    “Will he indeed?” I felt my heartbeat increase. “Oh? Why?”

    We were in the outer hall, and I had handed my coat and hat to George, although I retained my staff. I did not allow anybody to hold my staff now. It accompanied me wherever I was, and I laid it beside the bed when I went to sleep.

    “We are worried about you,” Evelyn said simply. She stood very erect, as always, and her gaze met mine, unflinching despite my rising anger. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying, but her expression remained as determined as I had ever seen.

    “You don’t need to worry,” I said.

    “I think we do,” I said. “You have changed again, and for the worse. You are not yourself, Martin, and we were so happy.”

    “I am still happy now,” I turned around as George opened the door in response to a knock.

    “Mr Alexander Tait, sir,” George said.

    I fought my rising anger. “Come to see Mrs Elliot, no doubt!” I said, pushing past George to deal with this next irritation.

    “You’re in trouble,” Sandy stood in my outer hall with his head on one side and his eyes accusing.

    “Why are you in my house?” I leaned on my staff with my anger threatening to take control.

    “I invited him.” Evelyn spoke with the calmness of near hysteria.

    “We’ll discuss this later, Evelyn,” I said, putting a threat into my tone. “Go to the drawing-room and leave us in peace.”

    “I will not,” Evelyn denied me.

    “I am here as a friend,” Sandy said. “A friend of Mrs Elliot and a friend of yours.”

    “A friend?” I laughed at the idea. “You’re not a friend! You’re one of the dregs of the foulest closes of the city, a broken man not worth my attention. Now get out, or I’ll have the servants throw you out.”

    “They won’t put a finger on Mr Tait.” When Evelyn spoke, I heard the fear in her voice.

    “They’ll do as they’re damned well told,” I said, “or they’ll feel the toe of my boot up their backside when they lose their position.”

    “They won’t,” Evelyn said quietly. “I employed them, not you, and I have the last word in who stays and who goes.”

    I damned her for her impertinence and raised my staff, ready to teach her a lesson in manners, until Sandy blocked my threat with his walking stick.

    “No, Doctor,” he said, shaking his head. “There will be none of that.”

    “Damn you,” I said, preparing to fight until I realised that his strength more than matched mine, while my life of dissipation had sapped my stamina.

    “If you were yourself,” Sandy said, “you would realise that Mrs Elliot is in danger here.”

    I sneered at the man, waiting for him to relax his guard so I could crack my staff across his head.

    “Martin,” Evelyn said. “Please throw away your stick. It is affecting you badly. I cannot continue to live with you as long as you possess it. I will leave you, Martin, and return to Mother unless you do as I wish.”

    I stared at her, unbelieving before I burst into laughter. “You’re my wife.”

    Evelyn nodded. “I want my husband, my real husband, to come back again.”

    “Damn you for a snivelling bitch!” I shouted. “And you!” I pointed my staff at Sandy. “Damn you for a grave-robbing scoundrel.”

    “You’d better leave, Sandy,” Evelyn stepped between us. “Thank you for trying.”

    I glared at Sandy as he left, stormed into the drawing-room and threw Evelyn’s wooden cross into the fire. “And that can burn too, damn it!”

    I knew Evelyn would retrieve the thing the instant I left the room, but stormed out nevertheless, with my anger as powerful as it had ever been. “I’ll kill you next, you faithless bitch,” I vowed. “I’ll kill you next!”
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    The next morning, after a frosty night with Evelyn, somebody knocked at the door. “It’s too damned early for the surgery,” I grumbled as George stepped through the hall. Evelyn followed, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

    “It’s Lady Clarinda Snodgrass.” Evelyn came to my side and spoke in a whisper, with the silver cross glinting in a stray beam of sunlight through the window. “She wants to speak to you.”

    I stood, trying to regain command in my house. “I usually visit my distinguished patients in their own homes. Bring her in.”

    As soon as Lady Clarinda entered, I ushered her into the surgery. She swept in as if she owned the place, sat in front of me and smiled. “Good morning, Doctor.”

    “Good morning, Lady Clarinda,” I said.

    “We both know you are a gambling man, Doctor.” Clarinda faced me across the desk.

    “I have been known to visit the tables,” I temporised, “as has your Ladyship.” It felt strange to talk formally to a woman with whom I had spent many wild nights. I tried not to smile at my memory of her running naked around her apartment with me chasing her and her lapdog yapping at our heels.

    “So then,” Lady Clarinda said. “I have a proposal to put to you.”

    “What sort of proposal?” I asked, instantly intrigued.

    “The sort you would do well to listen to.” Lady Clarinda’s servant pushed into the surgery. He stood with his back to the door and his face set like flint.

    I glared at the servant. “Who the devil are you?” I demanded, for I was not accustomed to people entering my surgery without so much as a by-your-leave.

    “I am the devil who knows more about you than you would wish,” the servant said, with a distinct Hebridean lilt to his voice. I looked at him for the first time for, until then, he had been only a footman and who notices such people? Servants are there to work, and if they are not efficient, one gets rid of them, and that is that. One does not recall their names and faces.

    The servant looked like a fighting man, an ex-prizefighter, I guessed, although cleaned up and dressed in all the finery of a titled lady’s servant. I blinked, for I had seen him before.

    For the first time, I felt a shadow of doubt fall upon me as if somebody had walked across my grave. “Get out of my surgery,” I said to the servant. “This is a place for respectable people.”

    I may as well have tried to rake moonshine from St Mary’s Loch. The servant stared at me as impassively as any poker player.

    “My man stays,” Lady Clarinda said sweetly as she leaned across the table. “Now, Martin,” she said. “We both know that Charles MacNeil has disappeared of late.”

    “He’s probably gone back to the Island of Barra,” I said.

    Lady Clarinda laughed. “Not he. I don’t think he’s left Edinburgh. Indeed, I don’t think he is very far from where we are sitting at this very moment.”

    That servant! I remembered where I had seen him before. He was the porter who had helped Sandy carry the sedan. He had helped pick up Charles’s body from the Water of Leith and the skeleton from the Grassmarket surgery.

    “I can’t see him,” I said.

    “I think you can,” Lady Clarinda said. Standing up, she stepped to the side of the skeleton. “I think this is the very man. I think you murdered him, Doctor, perhaps over a gambling debt or some such trifle. I know you carried a body from Canonmills to the Grassmarket, and later performed an anatomical lesson. You advertised the latter at the university.”

    I said nothing, while I began to plan how to get rid of that damned servant. Those blasted Donalds were too clever sometimes, hiding their astuteness behind a mask of Gaelic ignorance while all the time they were scheming how to overcome their betters.

    “I also know you had a skeleton carried from the Grassmarket to this house,” Lady Clarinda said, smiling. “My man helped then as well.” She shook her head. “I wonder what that nice Sergeant Fitzpatrick would say if I told him all this?”

    “He would not believe the word of a servant against that of a gentleman,” I said.

    “Are you sure?” Lady Clarinda’s voice was soft as silk. “It would make fascinating reading in the newspapers, Doctor. Your trial would cause a sensation, and whatever the verdict, you would be ruined. Grave robbing, gambling, consorting with prostitutes, and whatever happened to poor Outerston?”

    “Outerston?” I started at this abrupt change of direction. “How the devil should I know?”

    “He fell off Arthur’s Seat,” Lady Clarinda said. “Or was he pushed? You should know, Martin. After all, you were there.”

    “I was not!” I denied hotly.

    “You were followed,” Lady Clarinda said, “and you knew it.”

    I glanced at the servant, who gave the slightest of nods, and no more.

    “Damn you!” I said. “Damn you to hell! You can’t prove any of this.”

    “Probably not,” Lady Clarinda said. “But it is true, nevertheless.”

    “Then there is the case of Swinton’s ruination,” Lady Clarinda said. “Need I go on?”

    “No, damn you.”

    Lady Clarinda had been walking around the room, poking into drawers, looking at my books. “Oh!” she said, opening a drawer and pulling out Charles’s tattoo. “How quaint. I’ve seen this before, on a stone carving at Orkney, and the hip of Charles MacNeil.”

    A stone carving in Orkney? Had Evelyn not visited Orkney? I had not experienced such a sudden twist of guilt for years.

    “What do you want?” I asked.

    “That’s better,” Lady Clarinda sat, holding Charles’s decorated skin in her lap. “As I said at the beginning, Martin, you are a gambling man, and I have a little proposition for you. If you win, then nothing changes. Nothing.”

    I nodded. “And if I lose?”

    “I want your staff.” Clarinda had an edge to her voice.

    “Is that all?” I asked, knowing that, accompanied by my staff, we would not lose. We had never lost more than a trifle when working together, and I did not doubt that our partnership would continue.

    “That’s all,” Clarinda said. “Are you willing to take the chance?” Her eyes seemed to be penetrating my soul. I had seen eyes like that before when I had dreamed of that man with the long nose.

    I laughed as my confidence returned. “You cannot beat me at the tables,” I said, with the echoes of my laugh resounding around the surgery, so the very skeleton seemed to be entertained. I had a vision of Charles releasing himself from his perch and dancing around the room, with his jaw wide open in amusement and those bony arms waving in the air in death, as they had been wont to do in life.

    “In that case,” Clarinda said, without the flicker of a smile on her face, “you have nothing to worry about.”

    I reached for my hat. “Come on then, my Ladyship. Let’s go to the New Wig.”

    Lady Clarinda smiled. “Don’t forget your staff,” she said softly. “I will want it when you lose.”

    I lifted my staff, smoothing my hand across the carvings, with the naked man warm under my palm and my fingers fitting around Charles’s features with neither difficulty nor guilt.

    Evelyn stood in the inner hall, her face worried as we passed. I saw her speak briefly to Lady Clarinda, and they exchanged a smile, which intrigued me. What the devil did they have to smile about? Was Evelyn also plotting against me? I resolved to speak to my wife when I returned and demand to know why she was conversing with a woman who had threatened me. I disregarded her mention of leaving me as just empty talk, a wife trying to coerce her husband into doing her will.

    “Not the New Wig,” Lady Clarinda said, as the servant held the door of her carriage open. “The Benison.”

    “As you wish.” I did not care in which club I took Lady Clarinda’s money, for I fully intended not only to retain my staff but to reduce her to destitution. By God, I told myself, no blasted woman would threaten me in my own house, and I cared not that she was a titled lady.

    Lady Clarinda smiled to me across the width of the coach. “This could be interesting,” she said.

    “You’re damned right it could.” I tried to control my temper, although I dearly wished to lift my staff and crack her across her privileged face. I had other things in mind as well, images I am not inclined to share even here, where I have admitted murder.

    Lady Clarinda laughed. “Don’t you think gambling for something that matters to you puts an edge to things?” She tapped my staff with her foot. “I’ve always wanted that stick, and I am sure you wish to retain your present condition. A hempen necklace is very uncomfortable, so I am told.”

    “A hempen necklace?”

    “If you did not agree to this competition,” Lady Clarinda said, “you might have hanged for murder.” She laughed again, light and pleasant.

    I was silent as the coach lurched along George Street and across St Andrew’s Square to the Benison. I could hear the horses’ hooves clopping on the ground and the grumble of the wheels, and then we stopped.

    “Here we are,” Lady Clarinda said.

    We entered the familiar surroundings together, with me frowning and my head down like an angry bull, while Lady Clarinda smiled to her admirers and paused to talk to half a dozen people. A bright fire sparked one corner of the room, and for a terrible moment, I relived that old memory of the flames coiling around me as the smoke choked my lungs. I shook away the image. I had work to do and a position to regain. By God, no blasted aristocrat was going to take my staff, however statuesque her body and welcoming her smile.

    As I wished to finish this foolish competition quickly, I selected the vingt-et-un table, which required the minimum of skill and each hand passed within minutes.

    “Here,” I said, signalling to one of the Donalds to drag over a chair. He obeyed at once, then brought another for her Ladyship.

    “An excellent choice.” Lady Clarinda joined me a few moments later, sliding on to her chair with the grace expected of an aristocrat. “We will gamble as normal, Doctor, while only you and I are aware of the real stakes.”

    “Play, damn you,” I growled, noticing that the hard-faced servant stood in a corner, talking to the Donalds in their barbaric Gaelic. They were discussing me, damn them, as the servant told them his mistress would beat me today.

    “Have patience, my little man,” Lady Clarinda said, smiling. “Cards are here to be enjoyed. Experience the thrill of tension, the triumph of victory, the sinking dismay of defeat and the knowledge that you might return tonight with all well in your world.” She sipped at a glass of brandy that miraculously appeared at her elbow. “After all, all you have to lose is money and a little carved stick.”

    I put all my anger into my glare, leaned my staff against my leg and called for the deal. I will not describe the fall of every card, for that is utterly tedious unless one is actively involved in the game, but I will say that for the opening period my usual run of luck held. I could feel the staff throbbing against my leg as I won the first three hands and the little pile of gold in front of me grew into a large pile of gold.

    “You are doing well,” Clarinda said, with her eyes glistening and the brandy evident in her husky voice. “Perhaps you will leave this table with a heavy purse and a stick in your hand.”

    “There is no perhaps about it,” I said. The run of victories had restored my confidence, so I began to relax, lounging in my chair as I watched the cards flick on to the green baize. Lady Clarinda was not so arrogant now, drinking deeply at her glass and signalling for more brandy.

    I glanced at my hand – king of spades and 10 of clubs. “I want to end this early,” I said. “I have something to discuss with my wife. Let’s raise the stakes.”

    The other players were a nondescript lot, mere chessboard pawns who would follow the lead of the king and queen.

    “Not yet,” Lady Clarinda said.

    I felt a surge of power from my staff and decided to prolong her torture. “As you wish,” I agreed magnanimously and took 10 guineas from her in that hand.

    I won the next hand as well, with two of the flats at the table throwing down their cards in disgust and one on the verge of tears. “I must win,” the tearful one said. “I have creditors to pay.”

    Laughing at his whining, I rooked him of all he had, suggested he gamble with the clothes on his back and watched as the Donalds bundled him into the street.

    “You have not lost your touch,” Lady Clarinda said.

    “I have not,” I agreed, signalling for a glass of claret.

    I won the next hand and had the pleasure of seeing Lady Clarinda empty her purse of gold on to the table. I added her sovereigns to mine and began the pleasurable process of stripping her of everything she owned. I won her jewellery, piece by piece, and wondered how an exquisite diamond brooch would look pinned to Evelyn’s dress in place of that bloody silver cross.

    “I have nothing left,” Lady Clarinda said at last, with brandy slurring her voice. “You have taken it all, Doctor.”

    “Nonsense,” I said. “You have a coach outside and an impudent servant.” I no longer needed to force my smile. “And clothes on your back.”

    I saw her face pale. “I will put my coach on the table,” she agreed, “but my servant is not available.”

    “Ah,” I said, “you wish to keep your lover, then.” I knew by her expression that I had hit the mark. “Bring something of your coach to the table.”

    I did not like the light that appeared in Clarinda’s eyes as I said that. Beckoning to her servant, she did as I ordered, and deposited a single lamp from the coach. I grinned, enjoying her humiliation.

    “Let’s play,” I said softly. “I always wanted a coach.”

    My luck took a turn for the worse with that hand, and I had to return the diamond brooch that I had pictured on Evelyn’s breast. The next game was equally unsuccessful, and then I began to sweat as the pile in front of me gradually diminished until I was staring at a handful of golden sovereigns scattered across the cruel green of the baize. The clock in the corner seemed unusually loud as it ticked away the minutes.

    Lady Clarinda raised her eyebrows as she smiled across to me. “You have a staff,” she said, “and the clothes on your back.” I heard the cruelty in her laughter and knew she had been teasing me all night.

    “You witch,” I said.

    “Something like that,” Lady Clarinda said. “You are the architect of your own downfall, Doctor. Your greed brought you here, for if you had cried hold when you were ahead, I would have left the table. But you must drive in your victory, and now you will pay the price.”

    Although the room was crowded, and a dozen people were around our table, I knew that we were alone. The audience seemed frozen somehow as if they existed in a different plane of existence and only Lady Clarinda and I mattered; only we could hear our conversation and understand the implications of our actions.

    “Who are you?” I asked.

    “I am your sister, or have been,” Clarinda said.

    “I don’t understand.”

    “Then let me explain,” Clarinda said, and suddenly she looked older, far, far older, yet so familiar that I knew we had once been close. “Your staff and my coach are from the same place.”

    “Which place?” I heard the tremor in my voice, for I already knew the answer.

    “The other place, Doctor.” Lady Clarinda’s face was back to itself again. “As soon as I brought in the devil’s lamp, it neutralised the power of your staff, and normal luck and skill took its place.” She smiled. “And I have as much luck as you do, while I am a far better player. Shall we deal again?”

    “Why?” I asked. “Why are you doing this to me?” I felt the waves of despair crash into my heart.

    “You are too weak,” Clarinda said. “You should be stronger, rather than having moments of softness. Why,” she threw back her head and laughed, “you threw away the gift.”

    “The gift?”

    “The staff from which you drew all the power,” Clarinda said. “You threw it away more than once. You were the Guardian of the Staff but proved unworthy of our trust.”

    “Our?”

    Lady Clarinda’s face altered again until Mother Marwick scowled at me from under the horseshoe of her brow, then she became that haggard old lady once more, and finally herself.

    I stared at Lady Clarinda as the people around us returned to consciousness, and the conversation resumed with its old noise and confusion.

    “Play,” Clarinda said.

    The cards flipped on to the table, one by one, as if in slow motion. Although each landed face down, I could read the numbers without effort, as though the pasteboard were transparent. I lifted my hand, knowing I had lost, knowing that whatever power was in my staff, Clarinda’s lamp trumped it.

    I lost that hand and, with it, my few remaining sovereigns. I stared at the naked green baize with a feeling more of numbness than despair, for where is the destination when the devil drives the coach?

    The room was hushed, with the audience watching, wordless, as the Lucky Doctor, the perennial winner, was down to a bare table and Lady Clarinda gloated in triumph.

    “All right, Doctor,” Clarinda said, with her eyes like brimstone and sulphur in her voice. “We’ll have one last hand.”

    I nodded, aware of what was coming next.

    “We’ll play for your staff, your house and your dignity.”

    “My dignity?”

    Clarinda laughed. “The clothes on your back,” she said. “Put your staff on the table.” She pushed forward all of her winnings. “There; an unfair gamble, I think, a pot of some thousands of guineas, plus my jewellery against your black staff and clothes.”

    I looked around for support but found none in that circle of pitiless faces. The Honourable Peter was there, gloating at my discomfort, and a dozen men I had caroused with, plus women I had known in every sense of the word. They were laughing at me, joying in my downfall, wishing to see me discomfited and humiliated.

    “I won’t do it,” I said, rising from the table.

    “Oh, you will,” Clarinda said. “I wonder what Doctor MacNeil would say?”

    I closed my eyes, knowing I was playing a losing hand. “Deal,” I said.

    The cards flicked across the table, each one a menace. Fully aware of the expectant audience, I placed my staff on the table. It lay there, dark against the green, the carvings mocking my turmoil. In my mind, I saw the naked man turn to me, and he had Outerston’s face, the eyes glinting with malice. Then he lifted a hand and pointed, while Charles mouthed the word, “Why?” again and again as he writhed under my assault. Ruth Anderson lay coiled around the base, my victim, for I had employed her in that damned house while joining all three together was a golden circuit of guineas. And all the time the clock ticked in the corner and the fire sparked in readiness.

    “Your play, Doctor.”

    Only the crackle of the flames disturbed the silence and the harsh breathing of the audience. Once more, I could feel the flames licking around me, taste the acrid smoke in my throat; I gasped, choking as the audience gave a silent cheer. Lady Clarinda smiled from under raised eyebrows, with her face altering minute by minute. I saw in her the maids I had removed from my service, each one expelled on to the streets without a thought for the misery they faced in an unfriendly world. I saw in her face the women I had used, abused and discarded, and then I saw the old, wrinkled woman I had seen before. My sister Grizel winked as she removed her clothes in the shadow of the hangman’s noose.

    A twist of betraying decency convulsed me as I thought of Evelyn, and then I touched my staff and shrugged. Evelyn would be all right, and my staff had never let me down before. It was merely teasing me.

    “All right then,” I put my faith in the power of that staff. “My house and my clothes it shall be.” I glanced at my cards. The queen of hearts and the ace of clubs. Twenty-one.

    The audience cheered now, laughing, enjoying the tension of a man daring his all.

    “As you have nothing else to gamble,” Lady Clarinda said. “Show your cards.”

    The cheering stopped. I could taste the tension as I turned over my cards, one by one and sat back, wishing I could hold my staff.

    “Twenty-one!” The audience roared. Only the Honourable Peter looked disappointed. The others turned their fickle glee on to Lady Clarinda, now hoping to see her destroyed. They did not care who was hurt, as long as they could enjoy the suffering of another.

    “Oh.” Lady Clarinda’s expression altered. For one moment, I read dismay there, as if she knew she had lost the game, and I experienced a feeling of exultation. However, my Ladyship was a consummate actress, a princess of the power of deception, for when she turned over the cards, the King and Ace of Spades sat on the table.

    The audience let out a roar as I stared in horror at the cards.

    Lady Clarinda lifted the staff, taunting me with her smile. “Your clothes, Doctor. Put them on the table.”

    “You must leave me some dignity,” I gasped, hardly able to enunciate as the full horror of my position hit.

    “Your clothes, Doctor,” Lady Clarinda repeated. “Put them on the table, or I will have the porters remove them forcibly.”

    There is little more humiliating than undressing in front of an audience of taunting, mocking people, especially when some were once one’s friends. Their eyes watched me, joying in my humiliation, with Lady Clarinda especially enjoying herself.

    “All of them,” Clarinda said. “Every last stitch.”

    I did so, face down as the audience watched. Trying to pretend I was alone, I looked at the dark staff on the table, and as I watched, it altered. The carvings were distinct at first, showing the evil I had done in my life, from Ruth Anderson’s death to the death of Outerston to the murder of Charles and the humiliation of Swinton, all joined by a string of golden guineas. The staff was a record of my progress from a well-meaning young doctor to the creature I had become. These figures faced away as the staff left my ownership. For one second, I saw it as a smooth rod of dark wood, waiting for the evil of its next owner, or its next guardian. Understanding crushed me, for that staff was merely a representation of the deeds of the bearer’s life. He or she was its guardian, no more.

    As I removed my clothes, one article at a time, to expose myself to the world as what I was, without covering or pretence, Clarinda grasped the staff. I saw the geometric designs reappear, one after the other, the shapes that would form into the evil she did when in possession of that singular length of wood. Only when I removed the last scrap of my clothes did I see the dark wood alter and a new image appeared, a naked man most remarkably like me, coiling around the base of the staff.

    Only then did I fully understand. I had not been strong enough to withstand the evil of the staff, not sufficiently evil to embrace it fully. In common with all humanity, I was a mixture, and the staff had encouraged my evil while suppressing the good.

    As I stood in a state of nature, Clarinda turned to the audience. “Get back to the tables,” she ordered them, eyeing me up and down as if I were an animal on display at the market or a piece of meat on the flesher’s slab. “There is nothing much to see here.”

    The laugher hurt even more than the physical pain as the two Donalds grabbed me by the arms. The audience jeered as the Donalds rushed me to the door and threw me out of the building, landing hefty kicks on my backside by way of farewell. I rolled on the ground, scraping the skin off my left hip and shoulder, and lay still, with the rain bouncing from my naked person. My head was in a puddle of cold water, with the street lights of the New Town reflecting on the wet ground, a combination of light and dark. I knew again that my position only highlighted the dual nature of humanity and the duplicity of this city of Janus. I saw clearly the two faces of Edinburgh, the New Town with its mask of respectability that hid cold-blooded cruelty as people scrabbled for position, and the terrible poverty of the Old that pressed people into crime. Yet I had met more genuine kindness with the poor than with the respectable. I remembered the small acts of help I had received, given without hope of reward, as compared to the outwardly magnanimous gestures of approval once I had established myself and could return one favour with another.

    I pushed myself upright and saw Lady Clarinda’s dark coach with the bundled-up figure of the coachman sitting on his perch and the six-horse team in the traces. Each horse was black as coal, each with a dark plume above its head as they pawed the ground, waiting for the command to move.

    “Cheer up, my man.” Lady Clarinda appeared behind me. “You are the creator of your own fortune, remember?” She smiled at me and began to sing.

     
      
       
       “Wha wadna be in love

       Wi' bonnie Maggie Lauder?

       A piper met her guan to Fife,

       And speir’d what was't they ca'd her;

       Right scornfully she answer'd him,

       Begone you hallanshaker,

       Jog on your gate,

       ye bladderscate,

       My name is Maggie Lauder.”

      

     

    

    Her laugh was honey-sweet yet bitter as gall, a duality that had haunted me ever since I entered this accursed dark city. I saw other women there, with Mother Marwick at her side, shaking her old head. The two stood side by side, the attractive and the repulsive, the young and the old, pressing closer until they became one person, with the repulsive beauty of pure evil and an ancient face I had seen before. Grizel Weir shook her head and blew me a kiss. Sobbing, I stumbled away, broken in body, purse and soul.

    I cannot say how I returned home that night. I have only a hazy recollection of staggering, with the hot tears burning my eyes, the tune of Maggie Lauder in my head and the ground hard under my feet. I must have hugged the shadows to avoid the few people who frequent the New Town after dark, and when I came to the George Street house the door gaped open and the rooms were deserted of all human life.

    I had hoped for words of comfort from Evelyn, perhaps some shred of hope. Instead, there was nobody. I was alone in a house I no longer owned, with only bitterness and the ghosts of memories to accompany me.

    “Evelyn?” I shouted, and the echoes mocked me. “Evelyn?” I yelled again and moved from room to room, increasingly alarmed as I found each as empty as the last.

    There was no doubt. I was alone in the house; the servants had gone, and Evelyn was not there. Her note was short and bitter.

    “My dear Martin,” it read,

     
      
      “I do not wish to leave you, but fear I have no choice. I hope you can discard that terrible staff and return to your usual self. For some time, I had been working with Dr MacNeil and Alexander Tait to try to alleviate your condition. Dr MacNeil, as you know, is engaged to my sister in Abercrombie Street. However, as Dr MacNeil has vanished, your condition has worsened and will continue to worsen until you lose that staff.

      When you do that, please come back to me at the Queen Street address.

      Your loving and concerned Wife,

      Evelyn”

     

    

    I stared at that letter, trying to work out the details. Charles was not betraying me with Evelyn. That staff, that terrible, devious staff, had taken me astray, it had lost me my wife, my friend and my home.

    It was then that I heard the clocks begin to tick.

    What did they signify? I had only one answer. My time was ending. Life had allowed me the opportunity to do good with my medical practice or to embrace evil, with the staff, and I had failed at both. The staff had not made me an abomination. Rather, it had amplified a side of me that already existed.

    The ticking seemed louder now, echoing around that empty house that I could no longer call my own. I staggered to the surgery and slumped on my familiar chair, with the fire lighting itself in the grate and Charles’s skeleton grinning at me.

    I saw the dark ash blow in under the door, strangely distinct against the night’s darkness, with a glow that must have emanated from the fire. As I sat, unable to move, the ash formed into the figure of a man, tall, with a gaunt face and a prominent nose. I felt the fear overcome me and opened my eyes to scream, but no sound came as Major Weir, the Wizard itself, strode toward me. The brown eyes stared into mine as the thing came closer, then it entered my body and consumed what remained of my soul.

    I have nearly completed this account, this confession if you will, and the ticking of the clocks surround me, penetrating my mind. Each tick stabs into me as if to deepen the message that each mortal soul has only a limited time on this earth, and we have freedom of choice how we spend it. We each have decisions to make.

    Tick, tock, tick-tock.

    Life grants each of us paths to follow and people with whom we can associate. We can choose to be selfish and grab for ourselves what could be shared. We can choose to help or to hinder.

    Tick, tock, tick-tock, tick.

    We can spend our days and nights in good deeds or vicious pleasures. Even the least favoured of us can help others. Oh, dear God, I can smell the smoke now. I can see the grey-white smoke easing through the crack under the door as it slides into my surgery.

    Tick tock, tick, tock.

    The images I experienced with the fire were not of the past. I had fancied them to be the staff showing me how it had writhed in the flames that consumed Major Thomas Weir. I was wrong. I was so wrong. The staff was warning me of my destiny unless I altered my path.

    Tick, tock, tick.

    The smoke fills my surgery now, biting acrid in my throat, stinging my eyes, filling my nostrils. Through the smoke, I see the skeleton of Charles, with that hideous skull on top and his features gradually reforming as though he was approaching me, alive again, or I was approaching him in death. I can see that well-remembered face. “Oh, Charles, can you forgive me for my ill-founded suspicions and for murdering you?”

    Tick, tock.

    The body was intact, Charles as ever was, laughing as he swam to Cramond Island, his freckles merging as he smiled. My friend, my trusted old friend, waiting for me on the other side of the fiery divide. Should there not be a river here? The Styx? With a dark boatman? Or was that only for the classical heroes of old?

    Tick.

    One last tick. I do not want to die. I am not yet ready to cross that dark river, although the waters could help quench this fire that raged around me. It is hot. “Mama, it is hot today; can somebody open a window? Please open a window to allow in the cooling breeze. I cannot stand this heat.”

    The flames are rising now, closing on me, curling around me as I sit here at my desk. The pain is acute. I will put my quill down shortly, nice and tidy on my desk so I can go to my maker. I see Charles there, and somebody else. Who is that at Charles’s side? Who is that dark figure?

    The feathers of my quill are smouldering. I can write no more. I can hear the rumble of a coach and the clatter of hooves. Oh, forgive me, whoever reads this. It could have been you. Forgive me.

    Martin Weir Elliot.

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       EPILOGUE

      

     

    

   

    
    Caledonian Mercury, 15th April 1826

    It is our unpleasant duty to relate that Doctor Martin Elliot died in the late house fire in George Street. Dr Elliot has been unwell for some time, suffering from a disease of the brain that occasioned hallucinations. A large crowd gathered to witness the conflagration, with many cheering, doubtless unaware that Dr Elliot was within the building. Some of the spectators claimed to hear a man singing Maggie Lauder, an old tune that many of the crowd also sang. When the fire was eventually extinguished, it was discovered that every surviving clock in the house had stopped at six minutes past six, which was the exact time of the doctor’s death. Another intriguing factor was the strange survival of a manuscript on which the unfortunate doctor had been working. A wooden cross also survived the fire, by some miracle.

    Dr Elliot is survived by his wife, Mrs Evelyn Elliot or Swinton, the daughter of Mr Swinton, the well-known solicitor of Queen Street.

     
      
      Caledonian Mercury 18th March 1827

      Marriages. Mrs Evelyn Elliot or Swinton, the relict of the late Dr Martin Elliot, to Mr Alexander Tait. It may be remembered that Dr Elliot was killed in an unfortunate house fire last year. Mr Tait was once a distinguished architect but of late has become an acknowledged expert in the history of old Edinburgh. Mr Tait was a friend of Mrs Elliot’s late husband.

     

    

   

  


   
    
     
      
       
      

       
       HISTORICAL NOTE

      

     

    

   

    
    Major Thomas Weir was a real person. A dedicated Presbyterian, he was said to be a Lanarkshire man and a soldier during the religious and civil wars of the 1640s. He was sent with the Scottish Army to Ireland in 1641 to help suppress the rising there, so would doubtless have seen his share in the horrors of that campaign.

    When he was major of the Edinburgh City Guard, Weir wore a dark cloak and strode along the streets looking down to the ground, while his big nose made him look even more formidable. Weir was one of the guards when the Royalist Marquis of Montrose was carried to his execution and tormented the prisoner as much as he was able. He was famed for his piety and power of prayer, never married and lived with his sister, first in a house in the Cowgate and later in a small courtyard off the West Bow. However, people also commented that Weir was never seen without his black staff. In time, stories became current that the staff could run errands to shops, answer the door and moved before him as he strode up the West Bow and down the Lawnmarket.

    However, Weir lived a double life. While, outwardly, he was the epitome of Christianity, when he was older he became sick and confessed to an entire catalogue of crimes, sins and horrors. He confessed to incest with his sister, and crimes that included bestiality and witchcraft. On 14 April 1670, he was strangled and burned on the Gallow Lee, between Edinburgh and Leith. His last words were said to be “I have lived as a beast and must die as a beast.” He burned for a long time, as did his staff, which was thrown into the fire after him. It was said to twist and turn in the flames.

    Weir’s sister was hanged for witchcraft in the Grassmarket, after confessing to travelling with the devil in a fiery coach. Her mother was also said to be a witch, and Grizel claimed that the devil had given her brother his blackthorn staff with its strange carvings topped by the likeness of a human skull. Before she died, Grizel Weir, otherwise known as Jean, tried to throw off all her clothes.

    Weir’s house in the West Bow soon gained a reputation for being haunted, with music-making and laughter. Sometimes the Major himself would call in his flaming dark carriage drawn by six horses, and occasionally the staff would appear, searching for its owner.

    The house no longer stands, having been demolished along with much of the West Bow when Victoria Street was built.

    The hill where Weir was burned no longer exists as it was used to make mortar for the houses of Edinburgh’s New Town, but the spot where Grizel was hanged can still be seen, opposite the public house called, with typical Edinburgh black humour, The Last Drop.

    Dr Knox was also a real person. He was the anatomist to whom Burke and Hare, Edinburgh’s most notorious mass murderers, sold the bodies of their victims.

    Helen Susan Swift.

    Scotland, 2020.
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