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The sixth one is in memory of dear Aunt Hilda
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Author’s Note


Though mostly fiction, crucial elements of this book are an extrapolation of well-documented historical facts.


All the ‘Diary’ entries, for instance, are quoted verbatim from a real-life primary source. Its author shall be revealed in due course.






An indistinct and phantom band,


They wheeled their ring-dance hand in hand,


With gestures wild and dread;


The Seer, who watched them ride the storm,


Saw through their faint and shadowy form


The lightning’s flash more red;


And still their ghastly roundelay


Was of the coming battle-fray


And of the destined dead.


Sir Walter Scott


‘The Dance of Death’






1818






23 August, 11.45 p.m.


The little girl clung to the crone’s long skirts, even though the woman scared her as much as the surrounding darkness.


They stood in the middle of the leafy road, the cold breeze making the candle quiver. Held firmly by the old hag, who protected it from the wind with her bony hand, that flame was the only light available. Beyond its range, merely a few yards ahead, the entire world was a solid mass of blackness.


‘Not long now, child,’ the woman said, surely feeling the girl’s tremors. ‘Keep still. And don’t drop that or I’ll have you.’


Her yellowy, veiny eyes pointed at the small basket on the girl’s arm. The child grasped it more tightly, letting out a fearful moan. Inside, the bottles clanked.


The girl looked ahead, straight into the shadows, until she heard a faint sound. She shuddered.


‘Is it them?’ the woman demanded, and the girl nodded. The time had come.


Very slowly, the sound became louder and clearer. Hooves. Even the crone, whose ears were old and beaten, could hear them now. Her thin lips stretched into a crooked grin, revealing an uneven set of brown teeth.


A lonely torch glowed in the distance, and as soon as they saw it appear, the crone’s smile faded. Instead, she pulled her most miserable face and raised her arms.


‘Stop!’ she wailed with a rasp, the sound of misery itself. ‘Stop! For God’s mercy!’


A tall, sturdy stagecoach, lustrous and as black as the night, halted in front of them. The muscled horses, whose breath formed steaming clouds in the night air, seemed exhausted.


The lean, red-faced driver had pulled the reins with all his might, looking at the crone with disconcerted eyes. He opened his mouth, but did not manage to speak before a male voice cried from within the carriage.


‘What the hell?’


‘A lady on the road, sir,’ said the driver.


‘A what? Blast! Move on!’


‘Please! For God’s mercy!’ the crone insisted, dropping on her knees and raising her trembling hands. Her candle fell to the ground and the flame died. ‘Help me. I have a child!’


Her wails echoed across the lonely woods, and the girl was shaking from head to toe, the dim light of the carriage’s torch glinting in her eyes. She was about to shed tears of fear.


The driver’s lip quivered. ‘If I may, sir,’ he said, ‘you should have a look.’


They heard a groan, followed by a very reluctant, ‘If I must …’


Only then did the driver alight, just as they saw a new light inside the stagecoach. The door opened and a young man jumped onto the ground, carrying a little oil lamp.


He was not especially tall, and had the smooth, plump cheeks of the well-to-do gentry. His clothes, a double-breasted tailcoat of fine green velvet, and a snow-white shirt and cravat, also spoke of wealth. His eyes, though bleary, were of the palest blue; clearly the man had been in a deep slumber before the unexpected stop.


He cast light on the crone and the girl, scrutinizing them with haughty looks.


‘Is this your granddaughter?’ he demanded.


‘Aye, sir.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘We was robbed, sir!’ the crone babbled. ‘They took the cart, they took our wine, my son, our—’


‘Slow down, slow down!’ the gentleman said. ‘Douglas, give them some water.’


The driver went back to his seat, fetched a waterskin and passed it to the crone. She gave it to the girl, who looked confused, but after the old woman gave her a discreet pinch, drank a few drops. The crone then took long swigs, coughing and spitting, and then poured some water into her hand and rinsed her soiled face. She handed the skin back.


‘Now,’ said the gentleman, ‘tell us what happened.’


The old woman forced in deep breaths, a hand clutching at her chest.


‘We was – we was on our way to Canterbury with my son. He works for a wine merchant and tomorrow’s market day. My girl got tired so we moved to the back, to get some sleep in between them barrels. We was fast asleep when we heard shouting. My son stopped the cart and we heard these horrid men …’


She shuddered violently, and the girl could not suppress a yelp.


‘They beat my son till they got tired,’ the crone went on, pulling the frightened child towards her and locking her in a tight embrace. ‘The things we heard! The –’ she gulped, stroking the girl’s golden hair anxiously – ‘there was nothing we could do. We just hid and kept quiet.’


Her eyes flickered from side to side, as if madness began to creep inside her.


‘Then we heard something drop. My son’s body, I think. The cart moved on … And we …’


The gentleman frowned, and the oil lamp began to shake in his stumpy fingers.


‘Did you two stay in the cart?’


The crone’s face wrinkled further in an unsettling grimace. She brought a hand to her mouth and spoke on, her voice muffled.


‘There was nothing we could do!’


The driver offered more water, but the woman was too stricken to take it.


‘How did you get off?’ the gentleman asked.


The crone again had to breathe deeply. ‘Whoever got the cart had to stop for a piss. Somewhere around here. I took my chances; grabbed my li’l girl and jumped off and hid in them bushes. We’ve been here for hours, sirs. For hours.’


The gentleman’s lip had softened just a little. Enough for his driver to speak up.


‘If I may, sir – we’re not far from the inn. We could take them. Someone there can take care of them, surely.’


‘Yes, yes, please!’ the crone begged, still on her knees. She stretched an arm, trying to pull at the folds of the gentleman’s coat.


He took a quick step back. ‘Very well, very well! But you shall travel with Douglas.’


He turned on his heels and went back to the stagecoach, as the driver helped the crone stand up.


‘Thank you, sirs. Thank you!’


Just as the gentleman was about to jump back into his seat, the crone stretched a pleading hand.


‘Uhm, sir?’


‘What now?’ he snapped.


‘Please, take my girl inside. She won’t be a nuisance, I swear.’


The gentleman snorted.


‘Please,’ the crone insisted. ‘She heard things no child should know of. And look at her, the poor thing’s so cold.’


The gentleman only saw half the girl’s face, the rest hidden behind the crone’s skirt.


‘We don’t even know if her father—’ The old woman covered her mouth and looked away, letting out faint sobs.


The gentleman snorted again, opened the door and pointed in.


‘Quick,’ he said curtly to the girl. The crone patted her on the back.


‘Go on, Marigold. Be good to the kind sir. Don’t upset him.’


The girl hesitated, until the crone gave her a hard push. In the dim light, neither the driver nor the gentleman noticed.


Marigold rushed to the door, the basket swaying in her arm. She jumped up the steps and settled quickly on the cushioned seat. She’d never sat on red velvet; against it, her faded dress looked like filthy kitchen rags.


The gentleman followed and set the oil lamp into a sconce. They heard the crone struggling to get up onto the front seat, and soon enough the stagecoach rode on.


Sitting perfectly still, with the basket on her lap as the crone had instructed, Marigold stared at the gentleman with her wide green eyes.


He was in his mid-twenties, but he carried a deep frown already. His hands were as smooth and unblemished as his face, and his rounded cheeks spoke of a healthy, if slightly overfed man.


On the other hand, he seemed quite uneasy in front of the child, drumming his fingers, shifting on his seat and not knowing where to fix his eyes.


For a few awkward minutes he exchanged looks with the silent girl, until the stagecoach hit a bump. The bottles in the basket clanked, catching the gentleman’s eye. Had that not happened, had the stagecoach not run quite so fast, had the bottles not touched each other, the world might have become an entirely different place.


‘What are you carrying in there?’ the man asked.


The girl cleared her throat. ‘Wine, sir.’


‘Wine?’


Marigold looked down, so nervous that the crone’s instructions muddled in her head.


‘It’s …’ she began, feeling how her fingers went deathly cold. Her very life depended on how she delivered the next few phrases. ‘It’s the wine my dad gave … for tasting at the market. It’s all I could pull from the cart.’


The gentleman rolled his eyes and then pretended to look out the window, even if the night remained as dark as before.


Marigold trembled. She could see her only chance fading away.


‘Would you like some, sir?’ she forced herself to say.


The man sneered. ‘I don’t drink cheap liquor, girl.’


Another quiver. Marigold pulled out one of the bottles.


‘It’s good wine, sir. For the gentry. My dad’s boss brings it from some place called France.’


That caught some interest, just as the crone had said, but not enough. Marigold felt as if she was treading on a rope, keeping her balance by pure luck, yet about to fall irredeemably into a deep void.


She pushed the bottle a little closer to the man, the gap between them suddenly looking like an abyss. She could hear the crone’s shrieks already. ‘All you had to do was make him drink!’


‘Try it,’ she uttered out of sheer fear, clutching the bottle so hard she thought it might burst between her fingers. And then, as if by miracle, she recalled the crone’s words and recited them to perfection. ‘It’s all we have to thank you for your kindness.’


The man stared at her. Marigold thought her fear had ruined everything, but the crone was crafty. She knew the child would be scared to death; she knew how pleading she’d sound, how her eyes would be about to burst into tears. No one with an ounce of heart would refuse her offerings.


With a swift move, the gentleman snatched the bottle and pulled the cork. He brought the bottle to his nose and sniffed the wine.


Marigold waited in silence, staring at every movement and shift in the man’s face.


There was no smile. No hint of any appreciation.


The girl wrung her hands. She could not stand it anymore. She wanted to scream. She wanted to—


And then the gentleman drank.


It was not a shy swig, but a long, deep glug, the man raising the bottle and throwing his head back. He gulped several times, keeping the bottle stuck to his lips.


It was done.


Marigold smiled, the exhilaration of her first triumph like sparks all across her body. She would not be flayed that night. Maybe never again.


And as he gulped down the best of French wine, Sir Augustus sealed his fate forever.






DIARY – 1822


The death of Strowan.


Effect upon my Eyes.


In the month of December 1822 I travelled from Ramsgate to the Highlands of Scotland for the purpose of passing some days with a Relation for whom I had the affection of a Son. On my arrival I found him dead. I attended his funeral: there being many persons present I struggled violently not to weep, I was however unable to prevent myself from so doing. Shortly after the funeral I was obliged to have my letters read to me, and their answers written for me as my eyes were so afflicted that when fixed upon minute objects indistinctness of vision was the consequence. Until I attempted to read, or to cut my pen, I was not aware of my eyes being in the least impaired. Soon after, I went to Ireland, and without anything having been done to my eyes, they completely recovered their strength and distinctness of vision …
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3 December


Windsor, close to midnight


Caroline Ardglass leaned over the witchcraft book, slightly disgusted by the crude illustrations and struggling to decipher the handwriting without a candle.


Her eyes were itchy with tiredness, her back sore, and her bones ached in the damp, draughty loft, but she ignored the discomforts. This was not a Christmas holiday. This was a hunt.


She envied the magpie, with its beak stuck under its wing and sleeping placidly in the little brass cage. The black and white plumage, fluffed up, seemed to keep the bird sufficiently warm. Caroline, despite the thick blanket around her shoulders, could not say the same.


The loft was ghastly, smelly, and the noises from the adjacent public house were anything but pleasant. However, she’d paid dearly for the space, atop a shabby three-storey house.


She looked up, through the narrow window in front of the worm-eaten desk, at the view that had cost her so much.


Outside, the gentle fields were covered in snow, silvery under the crescent moon. The sky was clear and the trees along the Royal Mews were bare, so young Caroline had an ideal view of the castle’s east wing. The Queen’s private apartments.


She’d seen the windows light up one by one, picturing the servants as they did their evening round. Only one or two rooms in that brooding wing were usually lit, but it was different tonight. At least a dozen windows glowed with candlelight, signalling that Queen Victoria had arrived.


Caroline lifted the small yet powerful binoculars that lay next to her book – the ones that Lady Anne, her grandmother, used to take to the opera to spy on her business rivals.


Patiently, Caroline perused window after window. She could only just make out the frames, and in some cases the curve of thick curtains. Her window was too distant to identify faces, but that was not what she was after. She moved the binoculars east, to the bulky tower at the south-east corner of the ward – the narcissistically named Victoria Tower.


If those weird sisters had told the truth, it was there that—


The wooden floor creaked then. Caroline startled, looked backwards and lifted the lenses, ready to throw them at the—


‘There, there, child!’ cried Bertha. ‘It’s just me!’


Her short, plump nana stood there in the darkness. Only one side of her wrinkled face could be seen, and the silver tea set she carried caught but a faint glimmer from the moon.


‘Good Lord,’ said Caroline, a hand on her chest. ‘You scared me!’


The magpie was flapping its wings in the cage. It gave Caroline what looked like a disapproving gaze, before turning its head and resuming its sleep.


‘I thought you might want tea, my child.’ The woman placed the tray on the table and closed the book with a thump. ‘Rest for a minute. You’re a bundle o’ nerves these days.’


Bertha did not wait for approval. She proceeded to make the tea, while Caroline lounged on her chair. Still, she kept her eyes on the castle.


‘How much longer do we have to stay in this flea-ridden dump?’ Bertha remonstrated as she passed her a cup.


Caroline sipped the tea and did not bother to answer. She’d told Bertha many times.


‘If you at least had a fire …’


‘We cannot have a fire, Bertha,’ Caroline hissed, turning to face the woman, and at once regretted her curtness. Bertha had looked after her ever since she could remember. She had followed her in this mad pursuit, even after Caroline offered her an eye-watering amount of money to retire. Nobody else in the world loved her as much as this ageing maid. Her late father had, of course, but then again, he was the very reason they were at Windsor, hiding in a dilapidated loft.


Caroline forced a deep breath.


‘We cannot be seen,’ she said in a more composed tone. ‘This is the highest point on this godforsaken street. Even the one candle lit all night, every night, would be suspicious.’


Bertha understood. The dark, cunning eyes of Miss Ardglass told her all. The task had been appointed, and the young woman could not – and would not – stop.


But still, the child Bertha had once rocked to sleep in her arms, the little girl she’d seen grow up … Watching her consume herself like this was heartbreaking.


‘I wish you didn’t have to do this,’ Bertha whispered. She could not face Caroline’s eyes anymore. ‘I wish you—’


She went silent, her glinting eyes now fixed on the window.


‘What is it?’ Caroline said.


‘Look!’


There was a new light on Victoria Tower – Caroline had been staring at the building for so long she noticed at once. It did not come from a window; it rather looked like a flickering spark at the very top.


She groped for the binoculars, which Bertha found and handed to her. The magnified image made Caroline’s eyes spring wide open.


It was a clear ball of fire on the roof, its flames curling and rising like pleading arms. And right then, with a sudden burst, the fire turned the brightest green. The witches’ sign.


Caroline gasped, dropping the lenses. Even without them she could see the emerald shade. Both women watched in awe for a moment, their breathing the only sound, until Caroline came back to her senses.


‘It is time, Bertha,’ she said. ‘Prepare the mag—’


But hers were not the only watchful eyes. The bird was already perched up, looking about with agitation. Suddenly it flapped its wings, hitting the cage bars in a fit of panic.


Caroline looked at it, her lip trembling.


‘What … what frightened it?’


She heard heavy footsteps on the stairs, the unmistakable tread of towering Jed.


The broad-shouldered man, whose weathered face Caroline had feared in her childhood, stormed into the loft. He had to crouch under the angled ceiling, and wiped perspiration from his forehead as he spluttered.


‘Miss, they’re coming for you!’


Bertha gasped, covering her mouth with quivering hands.


Caroline crossed the loft in two strides, to press her hands against the glass of the opposite dormer window.


Her heart stopped.


Two carriages approached, pulled by muscled percherons as dark as the night. The drivers carried torches, the flames billowing as they darted ahead. The glowing yellow suddenly turned into a flash of intense blue.


Caroline jumped backwards as if struck by electricity.


‘We have to go!’ she cried, running instinctively to the old cabinet. She grabbed her father’s leather bag and began throwing books, tools and wallets inside.


‘Quick, quick!’ Jed grunted as he checked his gun had bullets. ‘Remember what happens when they corner their prey!’


‘Leave that!’ cried Caroline when Bertha brought a bundle of clothes. ‘Just the books and the money.’


They heard the neighing of horses on the street, followed by yelling from the pub.


A wave of chilling thoughts invaded Caroline’s mind – people flayed, burned alive, their tongues cut out, given poisons that made them contort until their spines cracked …


‘We have to go now!’ Jed hissed, grabbing Caroline by the arm.


She let him pull her to the door, the bag still open and Bertha still shoving in the binoculars and a pouch of coin. The woman raised a pointing hand.


‘The bird!’


Caroline ran back and grasped the cage, the magpie cawing and flapping its wings as they made a frantic run for the stairs.


The narrow steps cracked loudly under their feet, as if about to give way, and Caroline pictured herself plummeting to the ground. The thought made her trip, but Jed managed to pull her back. Right then they heard the first gunshot.


‘Lord!’ Bertha gasped.


They reached the ground floor and instead of darkness found the dim glow of a candle. The owner of the house, in his nightclothes, held it as his entire body trembled.


‘What have you brought upon us?’ he bellowed. With his dishevelled grey hair and his terrified eyes, he looked like a spectre himself.


The racket on the street became louder then, and there was a second shot.


Caroline pulled a gold ring from her finger and pressed it onto the man’s hand.


‘For your troubles.’


They made haste to the back door. Jed kicked it open and the slam made the horses snort.


The icy breeze hit them like a fist, swirling in the darkened backyard. Three derelict battlements, all that was left of the castle’s most ancient walls, cast their shadows on their brougham carriage and the two horses. Jed now always kept them harnessed and ready.


He ran to the door and opened it for Caroline. She threw in the hefty leather bag and then placed the cage with more care, but then she heard several noises at once: a thud on the snow, Bertha whimpering, and just as Caroline looked back, the loud cracking of wood.


Bertha had tripped and fallen on her knees, and while Caroline and Jed pulled her upwards, the cracking noises intensified. They heard shouting inside the house; the witches and their thugs had broken in.


‘Leave me, child!’ Bertha cried, being almost dragged to the carriage.


‘Don’t be a goose,’ Caroline growled, though struggling to push the old woman onto her seat.


The shouting grew louder and they heard the throttled voice of the landlord.


Jed forgot all delicacy and pushed them inside. He then closed the door and hopped into the driver’s seat. The creaking of the carriage coincided with that of the back door, which opened just as Jed threw the first whip at the horses.


‘Killing time!’ a nasty female voice howled, the sound sending prickles of fear throughout Caroline’s body. She looked through the back window and saw half a dozen brutes, two of them carrying blazing torches. They brought the landlord, who writhed desperately as they dragged him to the yard. A cloaked woman came behind them, draped in jet black, her hood trimmed with golden embroidery.


As the carriage began to move, Caroline saw that the tall men threw the landlord to the ground. The man fell on his knees, howling. The cloaked woman seized him by the hair, pulled his head up and in one swift movement slit the man’s throat. The blood sprayed all over his white nightgown, an almost perfect fan of scarlet liquid lit by the torches, and Caroline could not repress a terrified yelp.


She crouched in the back seat, the carriage rocking violently as Jed turned it towards the gate. Through the frosted window she caught a chilling glimpse of those men running towards her, scratching and battering the carriage door. They were so close that for a moment Caroline even saw their yellowy teeth and their faces contorted with rage.


The carriage turned swiftly, but Caroline still saw the men lifting guns. She ducked at once, pulling Bertha down, and at that precise moment a rain of bullets began.


The carriage finally stopped turning and Caroline guessed they were now darting out of the yard, towards the road. She heard the shouting of drunken men – they were riding past the pub – and then just the racket of the wheels and the stomping of hooves. The gunshots could still be heard, but ever fainter.


Caroline crouched for a moment, hearing Bertha’s frantic breathing and feeling her heart thumping in her chest. The shots became sparser, and only then did Caroline dare rise.


The brougham had a front window, through which she could see Jed’s back and the galloping horses. But the glass was splattered.


‘God, they hit Jed,’ Caroline cried. She let go of Bertha and jumped to the front seat. She grasped the window’s handle and was about to pull it down, but then there was another shot, instantly followed by a massive splash of red on the glass.


Caroline and Bertha hollered, unable to take their eyes from Jed’s broad torso, which fell sideways against the driver’s seat, smearing his own blood on the window.


Caroline shed tears of panic, the world around her a whirling blur. She saw the horses gallop on, now zigzagging along the road – saw Jed’s moth-eaten overcoat, now stained in crimson – saw his face, flailing about with his eyes still open – she heard Bertha’s unintelligible babble …


And the shooting continued behind them.


The carriage bounced on a pothole, sending Caroline into the air. She banged her head against the ceiling, and the blow brought her back to her senses.


No one would help. No one would come and save them. She’d have to do it herself.


Caroline pulled down the windowpane, smearing her hands with Jed’s still-warm blood. She tried to pull herself onto the driver’s seat, but Jed’s body was blocking the way, leaving next to no space for her to move.


The wind went past her at full speed, bringing the shouting of the witches’ men. She saw the horses run erratically and felt how the carriage slowed down. She had no time to be squeamish.


She pushed, growled and panted, moving Jed’s heavy body out of the way. Hands, dress and face covered in blood, she squeezed over the dead man’s torso, shuddering.


With one final pull she fell forwards, face and hands squashed against the driver’s footboard. Clumsily, Caroline curled around, found the reins as she groped, and seized them before stumbling upwards.


Jed’s body lay across the seat. Caroline pulled him by the shoulders, trying to prop him up, panting under his weight. The man’s glazed eyes were an inch from hers, and Caroline felt sorrow and revulsion in equal measure.


Then came another shot, so close that Caroline’s ears hurt. She looked up and saw the head of a horse in pursuit emerge from the side of the carriage.


She let out a shriek as a man’s savage face appeared, his gun at the ready, pointing directly at her forehead.


Without thinking, without time to doubt, Caroline let out an animalistic snarl, pushing Jed’s body with all her might and letting it fall in the direction of the rider.


It was a ghastly sight; Jed’s blood-dripping body hitting the thug, diverting his aim, and then falling further, right in front of the percheron’s legs. The animal stomped and tripped over the corpse; Caroline heard bones being crushed, and then the horse fell on its flank and she saw them no more.


‘Sorry-sorry,’ she moaned on and on. She sat on the driver’s seat and could finally take a good grip at the reins. Caroline steered the horses back to the centre of the road and whipped them mercilessly, hearing more gunshots behind her.


She crouched. That was all she could do, not even daring to look back. All her attention, all her senses, were on the horses and the road.


Suddenly, perhaps a long while after it happened, Caroline realized the shooting had ended. Her heart, on the other hand, still beat faster than ever. She did not slow down until the horses began to stumble against each other, exhausted, and then she let them trot on for several miles.


They passed through the dense Windsor Forest, the branches of the trees arching over the road like menacing claws. Then the woodland gave way to a wide meadow, entirely covered in white.


Caroline halted then, preferring the open field, where she could see if her enemies approached. She jumped off the carriage, nearly dropping on her knees, and took a few clumsy steps to the edge of the road. There she bent forwards and let out a violent spurt of vomit.


She coughed and gagged for a moment, the horses’ heavy breathing the only other sound, and only then did she feel how the cold air crept through her thin clothes. She’d not even had time to put on a coat.


And still, she was thankful.


Caroline forced deep breaths, straightened her back and looked ahead. One problem at a time, she told herself, as she now did whenever she felt overwhelmed. They’d need to find shelter; that should be her immediate concern.


She walked to the horses and patted their heads. The larger of the two, a splendid jet-black Carthusian, stomped its hooves.


‘There, there,’ Caroline said, resting her forehead against the horse’s neck. ‘I’m exhausted too, but we need to move on.’


She headed back to the seat, but then she heard a familiar whimper.


‘Bertha …’ she mumbled, running to the passenger’s door. The entire carriage was dotted with bullet holes.


Caroline opened the door and jumped in. She found Bertha still seated, very straight, her face slightly bent down. One would have thought she was in the middle of a peaceful trip, were it not for her hands folded tightly on her stomach. All drenched in red.


‘Bertha!’ Caroline yelled, rushing to hug the little woman.


She tried to pull up her hands and examine the wound, but Bertha clenched firmly. Even in the shadows, Caroline saw the dark stain all over the woman’s skirts.


‘Why didn’t you scream?’ Caroline sobbed, her eyes shedding uncontrollable tears. How long Bertha must have been bleeding! And yet, the woman managed to lift her face and smile through the pain. ‘I would’ve stopped!’


Bertha barely whispered. ‘I was doomed from the very start …’


Caroline wept like a child; rage, guilt and despair clutching at her like invisible claws. How silly of her even to comfort the horses before checking on her beloved nana.


‘We’ll find a doctor,’ she said. ‘We’ll find a doctor and then—’


Bertha shook her head, looking at Caroline with pleading eyes. ‘I want you here with me, child. Not out there – when … when it happens.’


Caroline cradled the woman’s face in her hands. She didn’t even have water to give her.


‘I’m so sorry!’ Her voice came out as a high-pitched sob. ‘I should have never brought you—’


A painful gulp took hold of her throat and she could say no more.


‘I was where I was needed,’ Bertha mumbled, her voice growing fainter. She let out a sigh, her face suddenly relaxing. Her entire body must be going numb.


‘There’s plenty I need to tell you, my child,’ she said, resting her head on Caroline’s shoulder, as if she were a young girl again. ‘And so little time …’
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13 December


Edinburgh


The sky was a smudge of grey and white, the evening wind slowly dragging the thick clouds eastwards.


It was an odd sight, for the last rays of sunlight, filtering through a gap in the sky I could not see from my window, bounced on the buildings across the street. Their façades, solid blocks of Scottish granite, glowed in golden hues, bright amidst the darkness below and the dullness above.


There, perched proudly atop the Georgian townhouse right in front of mine, and facing me almost defiantly, stood a rather large raven.


The black bird had sat there for days; it had been there in the morning when I’d gone out, it was there again in the evening when I came back, and it was still there when the streetlights came on at night. I could not help thinking that the blasted creature was watching my every move.


‘Tea, Master Frey?’


That was not really a question, for Layton, my very stiff valet, was already extending me the cup and saucer, which I took distractedly.


‘What did my uncle do when he wanted to get rid of birds?’ I asked him, before indulging in the scent of my favourite Darjeeling blend.


Layton frowned a little, lifting his thin, aquiline nose as if sniffing for memories.


‘He used to shoot them, sir.’


I allowed myself a sly smile, picturing late Uncle Maurice discharging his gunshot whenever a pigeon dared empty its bowels on the marble effigies of his estate.


‘Is that foul thing still there?’ Layton asked, gazing out the window.


‘Indeed, so shooting it is not an option. I do not want to hit the bust of Pallas.’


Layton regarded me with incomprehension for a second, before coming back to practicalities. ‘I can talk to the McKees in the morning, sir. They might be able to oust the—’


‘No,’ I said. ‘They will think me odd.’


They already did, I suspected as I sipped my tea. Most people in Edinburgh did.


Defender of murderous mediums, performer of dark-magic tricks before the gallows, footman to Scotland’s most deranged and infamous detective inspector. Such was my reputation these days. And I had no choice but to stay put in that grey town, watching winter settle in, none of my superiors at the CID minding too much whether I showed up at work or not. Even Nine-Nails McGray had become lethargic over the past three weeks, exhausted after the case of Madame Katerina, his gypsy clairvoyant.


We both felt as if we were wearing invisible shackles, unable to leave Edinburgh, at the mercy of an invisible will.


At least I found comfort in my little study, with its snug leather armchairs, warming hearth and crammed with my favourite comforts – books, whisky, blankets, tobacco, and Layton to bring me trays of food before I even realized I felt hungry. There I could ignore the neighbours, the newspapers, and even the constant correspondence from my London relatives. Indeed, how much I loved whiling my evenings away, relaxing in that cosy room.


I wish I’d basked a little more in those civilized comforts, for hell itself would break loose even before I had finished that cup of tea.


I was savouring the brew when the sounds of mad neighing and trampling hooves came from both sides of the street. I thought it was the echoes playing the trick, but I was wrong. Not one but two carriages appeared, one from each end of the road and rolling frantically towards each other. Just as I thought they would collide, the drivers reined back the imposing horses, both coaches stopping right before my doorstep.


Two gigantic, broad-shouldered men jumped down from each carriage. They rushed ahead and banged their fists on the door.


At once I left my cup on a nearby table, but miscalculated and the china crashed on the carpet. I made my way downstairs, tying my smoking jacket a tad more tightly. Layton had moved like the wind, and was already at the door when I reached the entrance hall. I would have told him to keep the door shut, but it was too late. He had barely unlocked it when the men pushed it forwards, cleanly ripping the chain off the wall.


Layton tripped backwards and nearly fell onto his back, as the sturdy men stormed inside. They were all dressed in fine suits and jackets, one of them biting what smelled like a rather expensive Cuban. Their faces, nevertheless, were rough and calculating. And they stank of sweat.


‘Ian Frey?’ the frontman barked. He had a southern English accent.


‘Inspector Ian Frey,’ I corrected.


All four men showed sardonic grins.


‘You’re to come with us – inspector.’


I raised my chin. ‘And who the bloody hell are you?’


The four men chuckled, the man with the cigar taking it from his lips, only to spit on my landlady’s carpet.


The frontman’s voice became even deeper. ‘Friends.’


The word hung in the air like a foul stench, and I saw no reason to resist. I knew perfectly well what was happening. The summons I’d feared for the past months was finally here. I should be glad it had taken so long and I’d had a few weeks’ rest.


‘May I at least dress?’ I asked, and at once Layton ran to the cloakroom.


‘No,’ replied the frontman, who wore a ridiculous black moustache curled at the tips.


I took a deep breath, and then a first step ahead. Right then Layton reached me and threw a heavy overcoat on my shoulders. I secretly thanked him, for the wind out there was ice-cold.


Like a prisoner sentenced to the gaols, the men flanked my path and led me to the coach to my left. I could see many curious faces peering from the surrounding windows; once more, I was living up to my quickly acquired reputation.


The frontman went into the carriage first, to block my way in case I attempted to escape through the other side. Then they pushed me to follow him, and a second man stepped in behind me. As soon as he shut the small door, we were moving.


Behind the carriage, I heard the raven letting out a mocking caw.
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The carriages separated just around the corner. Mine took several unexpected turns, most of them illogical, in a clear effort to lose anyone who might be following. After a while, just as an insistent sleet began to shower the city, I realized we were drifting south-east.


We rode through the dingy, narrow side streets of the Old Town, some of which I had never seen. The carriage racketed on the pebbled roads, splashing on puddles as the world grew darker all around us. The windows of the towering dwellings were already lit up, casting their amber glows on the wet, eroded walls.


It was not late, but with the wintry weather and early sunset, the streets were nearly deserted, yet not enough for our carriage to seem an unusual presence. These men had chosen the perfect time for their chore.


We took a turn around a medieval-looking tenement block, and before us I saw emerge the solid, black silhouette of Salisbury Crags – rather fitting, considering whom I was about to meet. We turned left, going further east, and within seconds our destination became evident.


The pointy towers of Holyrood Palace came to view, like daggers pointing to the sky. They were visible only because of the glow from their own windows, and I had to squint to make out the wrought-iron fences, the outlines of the desolate forecourt and the majestic stone fountain at the centre, its water-spitting lions now dormant.


We rode into the court from its south end, rather than the usual entrance from the busier High Street. I was expecting the carriage to turn right, to the palace itself, but instead it took me left, to an archway only a little less impressive than the one of the residence. The small battlement led to a long courtyard surrounded by the Queen’s stables.


The carriage halted near the north-east corner, in front of an open gate. The only light in view came from there.


Before those men could shove me around I stepped out, to the merciless sleet and the smell of horse manure. Even the royal stables could not do away with that odour.


‘There,’ the moustachioed man told me, even if I was already heading to the only open gate. I walked briskly, the sleet hitting me on the back of the neck, and saw the stable’s floor covered with a uniform layer of fresh straw. Just as I crossed the threshold we heard another carriage come from behind, and that one did not sound peaceful.


Its horses were agitated, stomping their hooves on the flagstones, their breath like gusts of steam as the sweaty driver pulled the reins manically.


There was rumbling and shouting inside the coach, which jerked as if a beast inside it jumped from side to side.


‘Oh,’ I said with rapid understanding. ‘You fetched Nine-Nails too.’


Someone kicked the carriage door open, and almost instantly a man was propelled outwards, landing on the wet floor on all fours.


A second man managed to put a foot on the ground, pulling with all his might, until a long leg, with unmistakable tartan trousers, kicked him right in the stomach. The man fell backwards, landing on top of his colleague, who’d just begun to stand up.


The two men who’d brought me ran to their aid, while the many horses around began a restless neighing. As the men reached the carriage and joined the skirmish, I was tempted to step away quietly and get lost in the safety of the night, but then a third and fourth carriage arrived, blocking the only way out.


I let out a resigned sigh, crossed my arms and stared at the scene.


Another four men alighted and darted towards the rocking coach. Two opened the back door and the other two went to the one facing me. The coach shook mightily and I heard punches land, the wheels and axles creak, men screech, and then the half-throttled voice of Detective Adolphus ‘Nine-Nails’ McGray.


‘Och – youse … Twats!’


I then saw two men step down, each one carrying a restless, tartan-clad leg, followed by McGray’s mismatched plaid waistcoat. He writhed like an angry salmon in a net, while another three men struggled to restrain his torso. Even though his hands were manacled, he still managed to throw indiscriminate blows. One hit a man right on the nose, his blood splattering all around.


‘Always manacle across the back,’ I said with my most unflappable English voice. ‘Never the front. You idiots.’


The moustachioed frontman – I shall call him Boss, for I never heard his name – approached Nine-Nails with dedicated strides, unsheathed a gun and pointed it directly at his forehead.


‘It’s over, laddie. I was told to shoot to kill if needed.’


It took Nine-Nails a moment to settle down, his rage more powerful than the sight of a canon a few inches from his brow. He still jerked and snorted, but at least allowed the men to put him on the ground and lead him in my direction. His head stood well above everyone else’s, his shoulders wide. I noticed he was not wearing his usual moth-eaten coat, and pictured the men breaking into his house and dragging him out of his messy library. His dark hair stuck to his face, dripping sleet and sweat, and his unkempt stubble was smeared with mud and blood – the other men’s, that is, not his own.


Just as the captors were letting out their first breath of relief, McGray lifted his hands and in a swift, precise blow, broke the nose of the man to his right (if I had a shilling for each bone I have seen him break in the relatively short time I have worked for the Scottish police …).


The man fell backwards, wailing, only to be replaced immediately by one of his fellows.


‘Do that one more time –’ Boss howled, pressing the gun against McGray’s temple.


They led us inside the stable, lit by a single hanging lamp. There were two lines of horses, all twitching and snorting in their compartments. The two bleeding men rushed clumsily and kicked a pair of soiled wooden boxes towards us.


‘Sit down, sirs,’ said Boss, and his men immediately pushed us down.


McGray spat blood on the straw, wiped his mouth with the manacles and cast me the most recriminating stare.


‘Look at ye all prim ’n’ pretty! Am sure ye offered them tea and biscuits and a foot rub.’


I felt a draught, so I lifted up my coat’s furry collar.


‘They did not give me time,’ I said, and turned to Boss. ‘Can we help you in any way, gentlemen?’


‘You can shut your mouth,’ he scorned, and then made a sign to one of the broken noses, who limped away as fast as he could.


We waited in silence, the only noise the occasional neighing or snuffle of a horse, until we heard a gruff male voice in the distance.


A moment later, a familiar figure stepped into the stables; plump and not too tall, wrapped in a black overcoat and followed by a young assistant, who struggled to carry a stack of files while balancing a black umbrella over his master.


I had a good idea of why we’d been brought here, but I was still shocked when I saw that face emerge from the darkness.


Lord Salisbury. Prime Minister.


He looked exactly as I remembered him, with his wiry, bushy beard, his bald scalp and his downy, almost non-existent eyebrows. The bags under his eyes had grown more swollen, but his small eyes themselves still held the most piercing stare – that which I’d seen inches from my own, just over a year ago, in London, in what now seemed like a distant dream from another life.


He was puffing at a short cigar as he stared at us with only a hint of satisfaction. A moment later his booming voice filled the building.


‘Will you lazy halfwits get me a seat?’ At once one of the men brought him a carved chair from the shadows.


The Prime Minister sat with a grunt, handed his cane to the scrawny young assistant, and glared at us without even blinking. After a while I was going to greet him, but Nine-Nails spoke first.


‘Are ye gonna talk or ye just brought us here to stare at yer ballsack face? Who the fuck are ye, anyway?’


I sighed and covered my brow. ‘I should make the introductions. Sir, this is Adolphus McGray. McGray, this is Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, third Marquis of Salisbury – and Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.’


Lord Salisbury made a sort of smile, baring his teeth while still biting his cigar.


McGray did look slightly abashed, if only for an instant, before whispering at me. ‘He does look like a bawbag.’


‘McGray!’


‘He does!’


‘Oh do shut up,’ the Prime Minister snapped, and as if the order were implied, Boss rapped the back of McGray’s head. ‘You two must know why we are all here.’


Of course we did.


Though McGray had struggled for a while to create his preposterous police subdivision – the Commission for the Elucidation of Unsolved Cases Presumably Related to the Odd and Ghostly, devoted entirely to his ridiculous interest in the supernatural – the department had only been approved to serve as a convenient smokescreen, so that the Prime Minister could investigate a very thorny case in Scotland without public scrutiny. Allegedly, Lord Salisbury had kept our subdivision open (and McGray and me posted in Edinburgh) ‘in case’ he needed such cover again. Nine-Nails and I knew better; we knew that the man had had a very specific problem in mind from the very start.


McGray chuckled, surely thinking the same. ‘Are the witches givin’ ye trouble again?’


‘Not only them,’ said the Prime Minister, spitting out what little was left of his cigar, which died out on the damp straw. He lighted up a new one and puffed at it a couple of times before delivering the crucial blow. ‘Her Majesty the Queen wants you dead. Both of you.’
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I have received bold, ghastly, tragic and implausible sort of news before. This, however, struck a nerve I did not even know existed. I heard the words, I understood them, but they still felt like something told in a different language. The same happened to Nine-Nails, and we sat there, dumbstruck and open-mouthed, for a good while.


When we did manage to speak, ‘Fuck!’ and ‘You must be joking!’ came out of our mouths at the same time.


McGray leaned back, covering his face with both hands, and I felt my chest go deathly cold.


‘The Lancashire affair …’ I mumbled. ‘The Queen surely—’


‘Her Majesty,’ Lord Salisbury interjected, ‘wishes to … talk to the late Prince Consort and her two dead children. She claims to have done so every Christmas Eve since her husband died. She resorted to witches for the task, and you two happen to have killed her two most trusted crones.’


I nodded in McGray’s direction. ‘He. He killed them. He killed them both within minutes.’


Nine-Nails made to punch me and I barely dodged the blow. ‘What? Ye’d be dead if I had nae, ye ungrateful sod!’


‘Before you go on arguing like a ripe old married couple,’ Lord Salisbury said, with a voice that quietened even the horses, ‘I need you to tell me precisely what happened in Lancashire.’ He raised a hand and the scared assistant handed him a thick file. ‘My contacts managed to put together the main facts, but I want to know the fine detail. Tell me absolutely everything.’


McGray chuckled. ‘Don’t ask this dandy to give ye details. He’ll be telling ye how many sodding scones he had for breakfast each day.’


Lord Salisbury stared at him with pure, undistilled wrath, his left eye twitching.


‘It all started on last New Year’s Day,’ I said promptly. ‘We were summoned to the local lunatics asylum, where a nurse agonized.’


‘Agonized?’ the PM echoed.


‘Indeed. She had been poisoned by the very patient she’d been looking after. To our utter shock, that patient—’


McGray cleared his throat so violently I thought he’d regurgitate. I remembered the darker details of the case, some of which compromised his own connections. I should volunteer nothing but the bare essentials.


‘To our utter shock,’ I continued, ‘that patient had in fact been driven insane by this band of so-called witches. The nurse we saw die – Greenwood was her name – turned out to be a witch herself, and had been administering careful doses of narcotics to keep the man out of his wits. She was aided by another young woman – you might call her a novice witch – called Oakley. We followed the tracks of the patient—’


‘What was the patient’s name?’ Lord Salisbury asked, his assistant readying a pen to write it down.


I felt a trickle of sweat, the name Joel Ardglass sounding loud in my head; his connection to one of McGray’s dearest friends and foes … The involvement of his daughter Caroline … I could not lie. I could not—


‘We never kent,’ McGray jumped in.


‘You never what?’ snapped the PM.


‘Och, sorry. We never knew. He was from an almighty inbred family of upper-class twats. Like ye. His relatives dumped him there in secret.’


That much was true, and then came the lie.


‘Even the asylum’s superintendent didnae ken the real name.’


‘They nicknamed him Lord Bampot,’ I rushed to say, for the PM was beginning to show a quizzical brow. ‘As I was saying, we followed his trail and managed to track him all the way to Lancaster.’


‘Where you found a hub of the band of witches,’ said Lord Salisbury, leafing through his file. ‘And a storehouse full of – what shall we call them?’


‘Witchcraft items,’ McGray said without shame. ‘Potion ingredients, poisons, drugs, amulets; the lot.’


‘The storehouse was found empty a few weeks later,’ I added, and the PM stared at his file, his lips tensing up.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I had to allow that.’


‘Ye what?’ Nine-Nails cried, his voice like a whip. The PM did not move a muscle.


‘Continue,’ he told me.


I cleared my throat, ‘Lord Bampot killed a man imprisoned in Lancaster Castle, who was a former servant to the – shall we call them anything else, other than—?’ I received impatient looks both from Nine-Nails and the PM, and could only roll my eyes. ‘Very well. The surviving witches fled further south in Lancashire, to Pendle Hill, where they had their main lair. We came into a … confrontation. Lord –’ I very nearly let out Ardglass – ‘Lord Bampot was murdered, and it was then that Inspector McGray killed the two lead witches – the ones in question, I assume – so that we could escape.’


‘Did you act alone?’ the PM asked.


I felt a pang on my chest, the name of Caroline Ardglass coming to mind once more. Again, I decided I’d stick to the essentials.


‘We were aided by two other witches. Miss Oakley herself, who wanted out from the coven, and also an old crone whose tongue had been cut out by her weird sisters – a form of discipline amongst their ranks. We only know that the woman responded to the name of – Nettle.’


Lord Salisbury now showed a deep frown. ‘And all this happened in Lancashire?’


‘Why d’ye think we call it the Lancashire affair?’ McGray mocked, but the PM simply gave him a scornful little smile.


‘I understand that you, inspector, had a personal connection to this incident.’ And those few words were enough to put McGray on edge. ‘Lancashire is really far from your home and jurisdiction, yet you chased this man and these witches all the way there.’ Nonchalantly, the PM turned the pages. ‘I see that your own sister was also an inmate at Edinburgh’s asylum.’


McGray straightened his back. I imagined him as a hound being taunted with a stick. His sister was the very reason he had instigated the creation of our subdivision, her tragedy still a sore point.


Lord Salisbury pulled out a long document I recognized at once – an inquest transcript. It must be from the inquiries held after the deaths of McGray’s parents.


‘According to this, your younger sister, Christian name Amy, nicknamed Pansy, lost her wits six years ago, claiming she’d been possessed by Satan, and murdered her – your – mother and father … It says here, mother killed with fire poker, father stabbed with kitchen cleaver …’ McGray shuddered visibly, angered and disturbed in equal measures. ‘And it also says here that she was responsible for that.’


He eyed McGray’s right hand, still manacled. The butchered stump of his ring finger – the wound that had inspired his infamous nickname – was all too noticeable.


‘Furthermore,’ the PM went on, visibly pleased, ‘my contacts tell me that her condition worsened steadily after these Lancashire events, and we know for a fact that a few months later she had to be relocated to another institution.’


McGray tensed his jaw, baring just the tips of his teeth. The gesture made him look far more disquieting than one of his open outbursts.


‘Was it something she saw?’ the PM asked. ‘Or heard?’


McGray looked far too angered to reply, so I spoke for him.


‘That is correct, my lord. The room of Inspector McGray’s sister was adjacent to the one where the nurse was murdered. She must have heard everything.’


‘Must? Are you not sure? Was she not questioned?’


I answered as composedly as I could. ‘Miss McGray has not spoken in six years, my lord.’


That, again, could be classed as a lie. In a blood-curdling episode, Pansy – thus nicknamed because her long, dark eyelashes made her look like those flowers – had scribbled the name of the head of the coven. Ironically, that turned out to be the name of another bloom: Miss Marigold.


However, she had never spoken or written ever again. Mentioning that small fact would only put her in the eye of the PM and his enforcers, who might not hesitate to torture her if they thought they might wring any information out of her. I trembled at the thought of the poor creature, crouching in the corner of a dark room as these thugs interrogated her.


‘Even if we had questioned the girl,’ I added, ‘given her condition, her statement would have been less than reliable.’


From the corner of my eye I saw that McGray’s face was all gratitude. The PM, however, would not let the matter go so easily.


‘Where is this – Miss McGray, now?’ he asked.


‘None o’ yer fucking business!’ McGray snapped, and the PM burst in rage.


‘Answer me, you truculent nine-fingered brute! I am trying to keep you alive. Both of you!’


McGray, nonetheless, kept silent, and I saw the perfect chance to take the attention elsewhere. I lifted my chin and spoke with my most suspicious tone.


‘What do you want from us, sir?’


Lord Salisbury nearly snapped his neck when he turned to me. ‘What?’


‘You have just said that Queen Victoria wants us dead.’


‘Indeed. And I know her majesty very well. She is a capricious, vindictive, bitter old hag who never forgets. And you two have meddled with one of her dearest, most intimate affairs. She shan’t rest until she sees – what she considers justice.’


‘Yet,’ I murmured, ‘here you are, warning us. Were you not told to find us and be rid of us?’


Lord Salisbury squinted with suspicion. ‘Indeed.’


‘So you are disobeying direct orders from Her Majesty. You will excuse my frankness, sir, but I doubt you are doing so simply out of the goodness of your heart. No competent politician has ever done such a great favour without a hefty price.’


The man’s beard seemed to stand on end, his indignation painting his bald scalp bright red.


‘What makes you presume I shall not let her have you both killed?’


We stared defiantly at each other; a silent duel of wills. Only a year ago I would have prostrated myself before that man, ready to take orders without question. So many things had changed.


‘What do you want?’ I reiterated.


Lord Salisbury ruffled his beard with a frustrated hand.


‘Marigold and Redfern …’ he said, naming the two lead witches with unexpected familiarity. ‘You killed the queens, but you left the drones alive.


‘You left them scattered and leaderless. When they were a hive, the queens contained them; they schemed and thought long term; they would only come to me occasionally and for very special favours. Now there is a horde of ruthless whores, aware of all the dirty linen of the ruling classes. All of them ready to wield that power at the first chance!’


His voice had risen steadily, until his last words were a frantic growl. He had to take a deep breath and a few smokes to regain composure.


I also had to do my best to conceal my enjoyment.


‘They have been blackmailing you,’ I said, quite clearly not as a question. Lord Salisbury said nothing, but neither did he meet my eye. ‘We know they helped your son conceive after years of a barren marriage,’ I added, again with plain certainty. Even the rough guards went uneasy. The PM looked surprised, but not overtly so. He allowed himself a bitter smile.


‘Augmenting people’s fecundity appears to be one of their particular talents.’ He sighed. ‘Yes. Those crones have been extorting me and my son since late January. That is why I had to let them vacate their warehouse … amongst other things. I thought they’d go away, but they keep coming to us demanding more and more.’


‘With all due respect,’ I said after a short silence, ‘what is the real extent of their knowledge of you?’


The PM inhaled in a throaty gasp. ‘What?’


‘They helped your son conceive,’ I said quickly. ‘That does not seem enough to hold such a grip on someone half your rank. What could they possibly—?’


‘That doesn’t concern you!’ the PM barked, and I flinched at the outburst.


The echo of his voice lingered, everyone grave and silent; again, even the horses. The first sound was a faint chuckle. McGray was doing his best to contain himself, but failed miserably.


‘Do you find any of this funny?’ the PM hissed.


McGray smirked. ‘A band o’ country lasses holding the Prime Minister by the balls … Ye must be hating it so much!’


The PM chewed his lip as if intent on making it bleed, then nodded, and Boss once again hit McGray at the back of his head. His chuckle did not diminish, though.


‘So you want us to find the witches for you,’ I concluded.


Lord Salisbury brought a trembling hand to his cigar, shuddering with anger.


‘Yes.’


I arched a brow, drawing the situation in my mind. ‘Do you want to silence them?’


Salisbury’s gaze darkened, his eyes squinting like those of a preying wolf.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘In whichever way is needed.’


His tone made me shudder. The man saw it and snorted. ‘My men can do it if you tell them where to shoot. They are not as fastidious as you.’


As he said so he cast a quick look at Boss, who let out an eerie chuckle.


I was going to protest, but McGray blurted out. ‘Wait-wait-wait. There’s something I don’t quite get. How, just how, is finding those blasted witches so ye can shoot them in the head going to help us?’ What’s in it for us?’


A very mild sentence from him, but Lord Salisbury spoke in an irate stammer.


‘Whah— what’s in – what’s in it for—? Your pathetic little lives, you stupid Scotch!’


McGray wrinkled his nose as if smelling something foul. ‘How? If yer German bitch wants us dead, I cannae see how bringin’ ye a few crones for slaughter will save us from—’


Boss punched him on the side of the head. He must be mighty strong, for even the hard Nine-Nails was momentarily stunned. Lord Salisbury seized the moment to speak on.


‘I plan to bring her majesty the one witch to perform the séance. That is, after my men get rid of the other weird sisters.’ I was going to interject, but preferred not to after seeing that McGray still shook his battered head. The PM, however, saw my quizzical brow. ‘I know how the queen’s mind works. If I bring her a replacement, a witch who can help her commune with her beloved Albert, she’ll be prancing again like a heifer in spring. I’ll be able to ask anything from her after that.’


I nodded. It was well known that the PM did not have a majority in Parliament, and that Queen Victoria was still happy to exert her power to persuade representatives to vote for whichever policies she favoured – to ‘tame the excesses of democracy’, as she called them.


It was a cunning plan – the PM would be ridding himself from the witches’ grasp and gaining yet more political power. All in one move.


Still, my most cynical self came to the fore. ‘Sir, if the goal is simply to humour her, why do you not bring her a random quack who can throw a convincing enough spectacle? I am sure my colleague here would be able to arrange that.’


Lord Salisbury shook his head. ‘Impossible. Those crones are good at their craft. They convinced her majesty that they, and only they, are capable of communing with the prince; that any other who might claim so would be a charlatan. Also, along the years, they became aware of certain …’ the man shuddered, ‘intimate details. The queen will surely ask the sort of questions that only the late prince could answer, to make sure she is not being fooled.’


I quivered too. Such ‘details’ would surely abound. It was no secret that in the early days of their marriage, Victoria and Albert would have spent days on end locked in the royal bedchambers.


‘So,’ said McGray, ‘ye want all the witches silenced, but at the same time ye expect us very carefully to extract one o’ them from the coven, and then take her to fuckin’ Windsor Castle so that Queen Vicky can talk to her dead boyfriend?’


The PM nodded. ‘Her Majesty is currently at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. The rest of your summary is perfectly accurate.’


Nine-Nails showed a sarcastic smile. ‘What if we refuse?’


Boss made to punch him again, but Lord Salisbury raised a hand.


‘Stop that! I need what little brains he still has!’ and then he mimicked McGray’s smile and tone. ‘If you refuse, young man, pray tell me and I will take you both to her majesty right now. I’ll be commended for my swift action, and then I’ll keep on dealing with the blasted witches with the … extremely meagre resources the leader of a nation tends to have at hand.’


Nine-Nails began to say something, but Lord Salisbury nodded at Boss, who covered McGray’s mouth with a hand and pushed the gun against his temple with the other. The man let out a soft, hissing laughter.


‘And I want to make something very clear, inspectors,’ said the PM as McGray struggled, his eyes alternating between the two of us. ‘I am only coming to you because I believe your previous experience in these affairs might yield quicker results, and because you must be better equipped to select the right witch. As you already know, that is the only reason I have allowed your pathetic little subdivision to remain open for this long, and that is the only reason I am allowing you to stay alive, but don’t assume I won’t strike if I have to.


‘Betray me and you are dead. Attempt to take a ferry to the Continent and you are dead. Give me but a hint that you intend to make this matter public, and you are dead.’ He eyed Boss and the others. ‘I will have men watching you closely. If you struggle, they shall aid you in whichever way they can. But keep in mind they are not your friends. They may also scuttle away if your actions put you in a position that might compromise me, her majesty or the government in any way. I have authorized them to silence you if needed.’
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