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The fifth one is for my very dear sis Olivia.


Finally!
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I have seen my death.


I saw myself hang.


I saw the crowd around me cheering.


I felt the noose around my neck;


the strangling grip;


the tearing skin.


And you were there.


I saw your tears.


You were always there …


A. K. Dragnea




1883




[I]


2 July


Public enquiry held at Dundee’s Sheriff Court, following the deaths of Mr James McGray esq. and his wife Amina McGray (née Duncan)


Doctor Clouston stepped ahead hesitantly, his footsteps deafening amidst the deathly silence of the courtroom. His hands trembled, and he had to clench them into fists to conceal his anxiety. All eyes were fixed on him, all hostile, as if he had committed the murders himself.


He took his seat at the witnesses’ box, his chin held high, took the oath, and then waited until the procurator fiscal came to him.


The man, completely bald and with a scalp as smooth and pale as polished marble, took his time, rearranging and revising documents as everyone waited in tense silence.


Clouston looked at the young Adolphus McGray, who had just given his statement. The twenty-five-year-old stood out in the rows, taller than most, broad-shouldered and with raven black hair. He also had the palest face, staring down at his bandaged hand, pressed against his chest. The wound had not fully scarred yet.


‘Doctor Thomas Clouston,’ said the procurator suddenly, making more than one at the court jump. ‘Of Edinburgh’s Royal Lunatic Asylum.’


He approached with an odious grin as he read the credentials. A lead tooth caught Clouston’s eye.


‘That is correct,’ said the doctor, taking an instant dislike to that man.


‘Can you recount the events of the evening?’


‘I am only here to testify as to the mental state of Miss McGray.’


‘Oh, indulge us, doctor.’


He spoke in grumbles. ‘I received a telegram telling me that Mr McGray and his wife had been attacked. That they were sadly dead. That their son was injured and their daughter had had to be locked up in her chambers. When I arrived—’


‘No, no, doctor,’ the procurator interrupted. ‘Before that. I would like to know what happened earlier that day.’


Clouston snorted. ‘I only know what I heard from Mr McGray’s son and servants. I do not know how a third-party statement might—’


‘Please,’ the sheriff intervened from his higher bench, ‘answer the procurator’s question.’ His ‘please’ was rather a growl.


Clouston cleared his throat. The sooner he obliged, the sooner this would be over.


‘From what I was told, Adolphus and Amy, Mr McGray’s son and daughter, left the house in the early evening. They went horseback riding since the weather was pleasant despite the hour. After some time they stopped to allow the horses to rest, and they sat by the small lake that borders their family’s estate. They chatted for a while before Miss McGray said she felt indisposed, and—’


‘Indisposed how?’


‘Again, I can only repeat what—’


‘How?’


Clouston ruffled his moustache with impatience. ‘Her brother said she complained of a headache and shortness of breath. She decided to return to the—’


‘On her own?’


‘Yes.’


‘What time was this?’


‘I must assume it was before dusk.’


‘You said they went out in the early evening. Do you believe they managed to have a ride long enough so that the mounts required rest, and then a chat, all before sunset?’


‘Are you not familiar with midsummer, Mr Pratt?’


The entire courtroom laughed, and upon the very mention of his own name, the fiscal’s lip trembled in an uncontrollable tic.


‘I simply find it odd,’ he said, ominously, ‘that a young lady would decide to ride alone, in the middle of the wilderness, when the day must have been coming to a close.’


‘It was their family’s land. The girl had probably ridden alone there countless times.’


‘And she insisted her brother stayed behind?’


‘You just heard him say so himself.’


‘A young lady, feeling ill, refuses to be accompanied back home, despite the gathering darkness. And the next thing we know is that she went berserk and killed the only two souls in the house. Do you not find it slightly suspicious?’


‘Suspicious?’


‘She was perfectly healthy when she left her brother, was she not?’


‘Yes.’


‘And mere minutes later she’d become an uncontrollable murderess?’


Adolphus stood up at this, glaring at the fiscal. The corpulent guard posted next to him pushed him back on the seat. It was not the first time the young man had lost his temper today.


Clouston took a deep breath. ‘It is an extraordinary shift, but not unheard of. The mechanics of the mind sadly remain a mystery.’


The fiscal nodded, albeit with a sardonic side smile. ‘So you sustain the plea of insanity?’


‘Indeed. The girl is under my custody now.’


‘When did you take her to your – ahem – very honourable institution?’


‘The very next day.’


‘Indeed?’


‘Yes. She was a danger to herself and others. She attacked me when I first encountered her.’


‘Oh, yes,’ the fiscal said, turning back to the audience to face Betsy, the McGrays’ stumpy, ageing maid, and George, the weathered butler. ‘As these servants said, you arrived and subdued Miss McGray without any trouble.’


Clouston inhaled, smelling a trap. ‘Yes. I did.’


The fiscal chuckled. ‘The girl managed to kill two healthy grown-ups, mutilate her brother, who, as we can see, is hardly a featherweight … yet you, doctor, never came to harm.’


Clouston stroked his long, dark beard. ‘That is true. When I arrived, Miss McGray was famished and dehydrated. The servants had locked her in her bedroom and nobody dared go near her. The poor girl had not eaten or drunk in a day. She only managed to lift a blade for an instant. She hurled herself onto me and then collapsed.’


Clouston looked at the jury with the corner of his eye. Several heads nodded.


‘Did she say anything?’ asked the fiscal. ‘Before collapsing?’


This was what everyone had been expecting. People stretched their necks and strained their ears. Some did not even blink. There were rumours already, but Clouston was the only one who’d heard the girl’s last known words.


‘Remember you are under oath, doctor,’ the fiscal pressed.


Clouston looked at Adolphus. They’d talked about this before. There was a tormented, pleading look in his blue eyes. Don’t tell them, he seemed to beg.


But he was under oath …


The doctor gulped and then spat the words.


‘She said I’m not mad …’


There were gasps and murmurs in the crowd. The fiscal walked triumphantly to the bench of the jury.


‘The girl herself said she was not mad! And if she was not mad, then these murders must be treated as—’


‘Oh, what a stupid statement!’ Clouston roared, jumping to his feet. His booming voice silenced everyone present. ‘I have treated hundreds of patients in the past twenty years. Nine out of ten will claim they’re not insane. Do you want me to believe their word and release them all at once – Mr Pratt?’


There was another wave of laughter, which turned the fiscal’s scalp bright red.


Clouston went on before the racket receded. ‘Miss McGray also said, right afterwards, that it was all the work of the devil.’


In a blink, the laughter became gasps and cries of shock. That was what people had been craving to hear. That was the statement all the papers in Dundee and Edinburgh would publish the next day.


Clouston cast Adolphus a troubled look. The young man was falling apart, clenching his bandages with his healthy hand. Clouston felt so sorry for him his heart ached – and yet, the truth had to be told …


He looked straight into the jury’s eyes. ‘Miss McGray, a dainty girl of sixteen, turned against her mother and father, whom she adored, and killed them. She became wild and had to be restrained and sedated. There is no doubt she was not herself. She …’ Clouston looked down, his voice infected with sorrow. ‘She may never be herself again.’


His words hung in the air for a long while, until the fiscal clicked his tongue.


‘A very sad tale – however inconclusive. The girl must attend court.’


‘What!’ Adolphus howled in the distance.


There were claps and cheers in the crowd, and some men were lasciviously rubbing their hands. A young woman at court always promised a good spectacle.


The procurator saw the fidgety members of the jury, whispering at each other, and he sneered. ‘I am afraid the girl’s insanity must be properly—’


‘Her insanity has been proven!’ Clouston asserted, now addressing only the sheriff and the jury. ‘My report is comprehensive. I have submitted it this morning and you can analyse it at once. A colleague from Inverness is on his way and I am certain he will only corroborate my findings. They will comply with the requirements of the Lunacy Act.’


The fiscal approached him like a stalking wolf. ‘And in the meantime you will hide a potential murderer in your institution?’


Adolphus jumped up again. ‘Ye fucking cretin!’


At a sign from the sheriff, another two guards rushed to drag him out of the courtroom. Clouston spoke even as they did so.


‘What would you have us do, Mr Pratt? Bring the girl here so she can be made a spectacle of? Nothing shall be gained other than your morbid desire to see a helpless creature publicly humiliated.’ He turned to the sheriff and jury. ‘The law is being followed. That girl has no business here. The court must show her some human compassion.’


‘Did she show any compassion to her own kin?’


There was uproar at this. People stood up, clapped, whistled and demanded the girl appeared at court. They wanted her blood ; her dignity.


Clouston felt tears of rage build up in his eyes. He pictured himself and the McGrays as caged prey, surrounded by a pack of thousands of hounds, only kept at bay by leashes that were just about to snap.




[II]


The gypsy stood by the pub’s door, swathed in a dark cape and hood. She pressed her hand, armed with curved nails painted in black, against the door, but she hesitated before going in. She looked left and right, scrutinising the Royal Mile. At this hour the cobblestoned street was deserted. Even the public house was quiet.


‘D’ye want me to go in with ye?’ her manservant asked, still at the cart’s driver seat.


‘No,’ the gypsy mumbled. ‘Wait here.’


She stepped in quietly and looked around. The place was very dark, lit only by the golden glow of some dying embers, and the air stank of cheap ale – the gypsy recognised her own brew.


There were only a few patrons left ; a mixture of the drunkest men in Edinburgh, stooped over their pints and their drams, and those plagued by disgraces no amount of drink could drown.


The McGray heir was easy to spot. Her contacts had told her he’d taken to dress in showy tartan, but even without those mismatching trousers and waistcoat, she would have recognised his tall, well-built frame from the newspaper reports.


She was expecting him to be distraught ; a sad, red-eyed figure nursing a bottle of single malt. Instead, the towering man was all over the pub’s landlady.


They were in a darkened corner of the room, locked in a tight embrace like a pair of octopuses.


The gypsy walked closer, her cloak brushing the knee of the drunkest man in the establishment.


He stared at her, his head swaying, and whistled. ‘Oi! I like a pair o’ those!’


She did not look back or break stride.


‘I’d curse you – if you had anything left to lose.’


Her well-chosen words, delivered in a strange accent from somewhere in Eastern Europe, struck her enemy’s most delicate nerve. The man looked down, attempting to hide his flushed, leathery face.


The gypsy stood firmly by the couple’s table and let out a cackle.


‘You don’t waste your time, my dear. Well done!’


The young landlady jumped up, her cheeks as red as her mane of curls. ‘Madame Katerina!’


The gypsy smiled.


‘Oh, don’t blush, Mary! At least you’re moving up in the world ; this one’s much more fetching than the wretch you asked me to jinx last month.’ She lowered her voice. ‘By the way, those warts must be sprouting nicely as we speak.’


She installed herself on Mary’s chair, and the young McGray, indignant, snapped his fingers at once.


‘Oi! I didnae say ye could sit.’


They exchanged stares in a silent duel of wills. His were light blue, hers bright green. Both cunning.


She spoke first. ‘I think you’ll like to hear what I have to tell you.’ And she unbuttoned her cloak and let it fall around her shoulders.


McGray’s eyes went directly to her protruding breasts, the largest in Edinburgh, and sported proudly under her low cleavage.


The gypsy smiled. Her attributes always threw her enemies off guard.


‘Would you like a drink, madam?’ Mary asked, before McGray managed to close his mouth.


‘Yes, my dear. But the good stuff, not the piss I sell you for the clients.’


Mary winked at her. ‘I’ll bring ye a single malt from the McGrays’ distillery. They know their trade.’ And as she made her way to the backroom, Mary exchanged a look of complicity with McGray.


He was not amused at all.


‘I don’t mean to be rude, hen,’ he said, ‘but ye should really piss off.’


‘Oh! Are you busy, my boy?’


‘Aye. I’m polishing my fuckin’ nails, don’t ye see?’


The drunkard laughed from the distance. ‘Och, ye’ll finish sooner now!’


McGray gulped down the remains of his dram and then threw the tumbler at the man. It landed right in-between his eyes and smashed to pieces. The drunkard yowled, jumped up and attempted to make a fist, but then staggered, swayed, and looked at his hand as if it were the first time he’d seen it. He shouted some vulgarity and clumsily made his way out.


‘Adolphus!’ Mary grunted, coming back with a new bottle. ‘That’s the third good client ye’ve scared away today! He could’ve downed one more bottle!’


‘I’m sure my custom will pay off, my dear,’ said Katerina, pouring herself a very generous measure. ‘And I promise you I won’t scare this one away.’


‘Yer about to do just that,’ McGray snapped.


Mary squeezed his forearm. ‘I’ll be right back, Adolphus. Do listen to Madame Katerina.’ And she scuttled into the backroom, in clear collusion with the generous-breasted gypsy.


McGray sighed. ‘What the fuck ye want?’


He interlaced his fingers. He’d only just lost the bandages, but the stitches on his finger stump, the one chopped off by his own sister, still made a grisly sight.


‘Ring finger, right hand,’ the gypsy said with a note of melancholy. ‘Just like the papers said.’


‘Aye. I’m glad I didnae lose this one – or these two.’


The gypsy smiled. ‘I like you already.’ She swirled the tumbler, sniffed the liquor and took a good swig. She winced. ‘Ahh, good stuff indeed!’


‘I hate asking things twice. What the fuck ye—?’


‘I believe your story, my boy.’


McGray looked up, his eyes catching the glow from the hearth, the blue gone a fiery amber.


‘Don’t toy with me,’ he warned, placing a hand on the table and slowly making a fist. ‘I’ve already met many quacks like ye. Youse are all after the brass with cheap tricks and lies.’


‘Don’t compare me with them, boy. I am so sorry for your losses.’


‘What d’ye care?’


She smiled wryly. ‘I know what it feels like. I lost my parents when I was very young. You’re lucky.’


‘Lucky! Aye.’


‘You have your fists and your townhouse and your distilleries …’ she indulged in the aroma of the drink. ‘I had none of that. I was a pauper girl with a funny foreign voice, all by herself. I traded anything you can imagine for a loaf of mouldy bread or a night indoors. Sometimes—’


She went silent, suddenly swallowing whichever words she was about to say. She took a long sip and cleared her 
throat.


‘But I made my way up in the world. I’m not desperate or helpless and I never will be again. Believe me, I’m not here to beg or take advantage. I’m here to help, even if nobody helped me when I was on the streets.’


McGray twisted his mouth in a mixture of compassion and annoyance. The gypsy smiled at that faint glimpse of empathy. That was her chance ; a crack in the young man’s shell.


‘You think you saw something,’ she whispered, her voice entrancing, like the hiss of a snake. ‘Something you can’t explain … You have even thought you might be mad yourself.’


McGray said nothing. He stared at her, not blinking, his chest swelling slowly.


‘You saw the devil, didn’t you? You saw his horns and his burned flesh. You saw him running away. Didn’t you?’


McGray drew in a troubled breath. ‘How can ye tell?’


The gypsy displayed both hands on the table, her nails like the talons of an eagle.


‘I see these things, my boy. I see that something terrible happened to your little sister. Something dark and too horrible to bear.’


A draught came in then, pushing the door ajar and making the embers quiver.


‘These things leave a trail, my boy,’ she insisted. ‘They reek. This all reeks of demons.’


McGray’s lips parted. By now everyone in Edinburgh talked of nothing but Clouston’s statement. Pansy had mentioned the devil ; it was all over the papers. He wanted to say so, to grab the woman by the arm and throw her out ; however, there was something in her eyes he could not ignore. She was looking at him with a rather motherly gaze.


She leaned closer and whispered. ‘You saw what really happened, didn’t you? You saw what I see.’


The cold from the street began to creep into McGray’s bones. Hardy as he was, he could not repress a slight shiver.


‘And there’s something else I see,’ the gypsy said at once, as if that brief tremor had lowered McGray’s guard. She smiled, but it was a warm, relieved smile. ‘Your little sister may not be lost. Not yet.’


McGray tensed his entire body ; that stiffness felt like a shield that somehow kept the gypsy at bay. Here was this woman, telling him the very words he so desperately yearned to hear. All the more reason to remain cautious.


He said nothing, and the woman leaned closer. Her eyes too were like embers.


‘I can help you.’


McGray raised his chin, clenching his fist more tightly. And yet, he could not look away.


The gypsy smiled wider.


‘We can help each other.’




1889
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PROLOGUE


Friday 13 September 1889


11.30 p.m.


‘Your damn gypsy is late,’ Colonel Grenville barked, staring out the window at the gloomy gardens. His teeth had been clenching the cigar so tightly his mouth was now full of bits of crushed tobacco. He spat them as he turned back to the darkened room, but the sight of the others only worsened his temper.


Leonora was hunched over her blasted book of necromancy and related nonsense, and the many candles on the round table cast sharp shadows on her gaunt face.


‘She will come,’ said the twenty-two-year-old with her dreamy airs, as if intent on looking like an apparition herself. Colonel Grenville thought the silly girl deserved a good smack, fancying herself a consummate fortune teller.


Mrs Grenville, at the edge of a nearby sofa, fanned herself anxiously, the insistent ruffle of the feathers the only sound in the tense parlour. She cast a fearful look at her husband – the colonel had seldom been made to wait. Even when asked to marry him, she had been shaken and forced to provide an answer with military promptness. She’d thought it so romantic back then. Now, though …


She let out a tired sigh.


The old Mr Shaw, her grandfather, sat rather stiff by her side. The man’s white beard and whiskers, and the golden frames of his round spectacles gleamed under the candlelight, but little else of him could be seen. Like a spectre, he brought an infirm hand to the light and grasped his daughter’s wrist, forcing her fan into stillness.


‘Thanks, Hector,’ said a hoarse voice from the depth of the shadows. The voice of a man the colonel despised : Mr Willberg, clad in black and almost invisible standing in a darkened corner. The man took a few steps into the light, as if materialising from nowhere, and began pacing. Peter Willberg was almost a decade older than the colonel, and the only man present who’d dare challenge him. Colonel Grenville knew this, and glared at Willberg’s bushy beard, which was curly and jet black, even if the hair on his scalp was thin and growing white.


‘You’ll have to ask someone to clean that,’ Mr Willberg told the colonel, nodding at the flakes of tobacco on the red carpet.


‘Go to hell, Pete,’ snapped Colonel Grenville. ‘This is my bloody house!’


Mr Willberg sneered. ‘Oh, is it now?’


Nobody spoke. They simply waited for the colonel’s reaction. Leonora was the only one who moved, stretching an arm to squeeze Mr Willberg’s. Her eyes pleaded for his composure.


Defiantly, the colonel tossed his cigar onto the floor and produced a new one from his pocket.


‘The last thing we need is more bloody smoke, you fool!’ Mr Willberg snapped.


In that at least they all agreed. The air in the small chamber was thick, with wafts of sickly smoke floating in-between the flickering flames.


The colonel roared, ‘Then tell your bloody niece to put those damn things out!’


‘We need to cleanse the room!’ Leonora cried just as loudly, raising her arms as if readying herself to defend the set of candles. The same ones her grandmother had blessed so many years ago, which were – according to the gypsy – key to their success tonight. ‘We need them to talk to the dead!’


‘There, there,’ said the old Mr Shaw, applying an already damp handkerchief to his forehead. ‘We are all … we are all very tense.’


They all sensed the fear in his voice, and at once fell silent. If the séance succeeded, the poor old man was about to face demons none of the others could even imagine. Mrs Grenville placed a hand on her father’s, but the man twitched and pulled it away.


‘Is that scaredy-cat Bertrand ready?’ the colonel asked.


At once, a tiny voice came from the parlour’s door. Bertrand had been standing next to the door frame.


‘A – aye. I’m here, sir, sorry. The room is stifling.’


The colonel snorted as he cast him a derisive look. Bertrand embodied everything he hated in men : he was weak, sheepish, soft in the knees, with a squeaky voice and fidgety hands he always rubbed by his chest. Many times the colonel had remarked on Bertrand’s apparent lack of gonads – more than once to his face, but the stupid fella simply giggled as if it all were a joke. His manners might be childish, yet the chap was not even young ; his oily hair, always parted and flattened with obsessive care, was already going grey at the top. The colonel’s wife was Bertrand’s first cousin, and it still infuriated him that his three children shared blood with such a gritless oaf.


‘Here she comes!’ said Mr Willberg, peering through the window.


Bertrand squinted, for he’d feared the prospect all along. He was present only because his Aunt Gertrude had backed down that very morning and, according to that gypsy woman, the ceremony needed seven souls.


Mrs Grenville stood up, fidgeting with the pearls of her choker, and saw the light of the coach approaching through the gardens. The night was so dark, the sky lined with clouds so dense, that it looked as though the carriage floated amidst an endless void.


She went closer to the window. Her shoulder accidentally rubbed Mr Willberg’s, and they both flinched. She’d never seen the man thus altered, his customary stench of ale stronger than usual.


The colonel brusquely pushed her aside to have a look, and saw Holt, his fleshy valet, jumping off the driver’s seat and helping down what looked like a bundle of extravagant curtains.


Soon enough, Holt entered the parlour, and when the gypsy came in, everyone froze still. It would take them a moment to scrutinise the woman, and even the colonel had to admit there was something unnerving about her.


She was squat, solidly built, wrapped in countless multicoloured shawls, scarves and veils. Nobody could see her face, shrouded in black tulle trimmed with cheap pendants, which tinkled softly at her every movement. The many layers of fabric gave off a pungent herbal smell, strong enough to overpower the parlour’s mist. Her hands were wrapped in black mittens, so all that could be seen of her were the tips of her stout, pale fingers, each one armed with curved nails – she moved them slowly, as if drumming on an invisible table.


The young Leonora jumped to her feet and ran to the woman, reaching for one of those menacing hands.


‘Madame Katerina, it’s an honour! I knew you’d come.’


‘I always go to those who need me,’ she replied with a hoarse, foreign voice.


‘Or who pay you,’ the colonel said between his teeth.


Leonora turned to him, ready to retort, but the gypsy grasped her arm.


‘Leave it, child. This room is already quite disturbed.’


‘Oh, but I cleansed it as you said, madam! Like Grannie Alice herself would have done.’


The colonel went to Holt and barked at him. ‘What took you so long?’


Holt had barely opened his mouth when the gypsy answered herself.


‘I was in the middle of something else.’


The colonel let out a loud ‘HA!’ which the gypsy ignored. She pulled off one of her mittens, rested a palm on the wall, and leisurely ran her hand on the oak panelling. Her long fingernails, painted in black, shimmered under the candlelight. She then turned to Leonora.


‘You did well, girl. We can do the rituals here … but only just.’ She came closer to the table and candles, and the light went through her veil’s thin material. They all managed to see the twinkle of her cunning eyes, going from one person to the other. She only spoke again once she had studied them all. ‘Yes, only just. There’s too much guilt here.’


Those words caused more than one gulp.


‘The chairs, Bertrand!’ snapped Mr Willberg, and the fidgety man, after a jump, began dragging seats from the adjacent dining room. The screech of the wood proved unbearable for the old Mr Shaw, and his grandaughter had to go to him and hold his hand.


Leonora led Madame Katerina to the little round table. ‘We dispatched the servants, ma’am. They were all gone before sunset, just as you requested.’


The woman assented, casting an approving look at the table.


Bertrand placed the seventh chair and Leonora offered a seat to the gypsy, as reverently as if addressing Queen Victoria. The woman sat down as Bertrand brought a tripod and installed it clumsily by the window.


‘What’s that for?’ she said. ‘A camera?’


Leonora sat by her side, her eyes burning with excitement. ‘Oh, do, do humour me, ma’am. I want photos of this session. I read the spirits sometimes show in the plaques.’


The gypsy remained silent, her face inscrutable. ‘I never heard such a thing.’


‘Do you not like to leave evidence behind?’ said the colonel, sitting next to the clairvoyant. He puffed at his cigar with an insolent look.


The gypsy set her hands on the table, as she liked to do to prove she was in command of the situation. ‘No more than you do, little man.’


The colonel made to stand up, dropping his cigar on the floor. It was Mr Willberg’s hand that pushed him back down.


‘Will you stop it, Grenville? You of all people here—’


‘Oh, save it, Pete!’


Mrs Grenville sat next to her husband but did not say a word. She knew any attempt to calm him down only enraged him further.


‘Do you have the offerings?’ the gypsy asked.


‘Of course,’ replied Leonora, already rushing to a side cabinet. She brought a cut-glass decanter that made Holt shudder. It seemed to contain blood.


As if feeling his agitation, the clairvoyant turned her head towards him. ‘He has to leave.’


The colonel let out an impatient sigh, rose and dragged Holt out of the parlour. The middle-aged valet could only be relieved.


‘Here,’ the colonel said as he pulled a generous amount of notes from his pocket. ‘More than I promised. If you intend to spend it on beer or women, make sure it is not tonight. I need you here in the morning.’


‘Of course, sir,’ replied Holt, barely repressing the urge to count the money. ‘What time do you need me back?’


‘Break of dawn,’ he said, and he then clasped Holt’s collar. ‘Not a damn minute late. The sooner I get all these vermin out of my house, the better.’


Holt had always wanted to spit on the man’s face, but the colonel paid too handsomely, so he simply bowed.


‘I won’t fail you, sir.’


Colonel Grenville straightened his jacket, casting Holt a warning stare, and went back into the parlour.


As he shut the door, Holt strived to catch a last glimpse of the young Leonora, setting up the photographic camera. He also saw the nervous faces gathered round the table and the dark liquid in the decanter amidst the candles.


He pocketed the money and went straight to the carriage. Just as he crossed the garden gates, Holt cast a last look at the façade. He saw a flicker of intense light coming from the parlour’s window, surely from the camera’s flash powder. After that, the room went as dark as a grave, like all the others in the empty house. Holt thought he’d heard a hoarse, deep growl coming from the parlour, and felt a shiver.


The colonel had told him nothing about that meeting, but Holt knew the family far too well. Something monstrous was about to happen within that room. Something far too horrible to be spoken out loud.


The less he knew, the better.




PART 1


The Crime





Cut out from The Scotsman





Saturday 14 September 1889, afternoon issue


THE DAWNING HORROR OF MORNINGSIDE :
SIX DEAD


The genteel neighbourhood of Morningside awoke to sheer horror when Mr Alexander Holt, personal valet to the illustrious Colonel James R. Grenville, walked into his master’s house to a most gruesome spectacle.


Six bodies, his patron included, lay dead in the house’s main parlour. The discovery was made at approximately 7.45 a.m., when Mr Holt returned to attend his master’s morning necessities.


Upon being notified by a dismayed Mr Holt, police officers hastily made their way to the site. There were no signs of violence or mutilation, and the police are still unable to ascertain the cause of the deaths. All bodies have been transported to CID headquarters, and a forensic investigation is pending.


More intriguing still is the fact that a seventh person, a middle-aged female foreigner, lay unconscious amongst the six deceased. Initially thought a seventh loss, the well-built lady recovered her senses and, as if by the most unlikely of miracles, turned out to be unscathed. This very correspondent saw the woman in question walk out of the Grenville residence, unaided and without any sign of injury or illness.


The identity of the lady was confirmed as Mme Katerina of No. 9 Cattle Market. She is well known in Edinburgh’s less reputable circles for her flourishing business as a fortune teller. It is understood that the honourable Colonel Grenville and his fine guests were attending a séance conducted by the aforementioned woman. Mr Holt refused to confirm this.


The peculiar foreigner, now sensibly regarded as chief suspect for the deaths, shall remain under police custody whilst this heinous crime is investigated.


Cries for justice can already be heard amongst the neighbouring residents. Colonel Grenville was a much-admired member of the community, best remembered for the gallantry and valour shown during the recent military campaigns in Southern Africa. The full list of the victims’ names has not yet been made public, but it is presumed that amongst the other fatalities were the good colonel’s wife and some of his extended relatives. Colonel Grenville leaves three young children, aged between six and twelve.


Robert Trevelyan, CID’s recently appointed superintendent, refused to provide any further details, but this correspondent heard from a very reliable source that the case may fall under the purview of local detective Adolphus McGray, more popularly known as ‘Nine-Nails’.
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Sunday 15 September 1889


04.45 a.m.
Gloucestershire


I knew the carriage trip was going to be dreadful, but the corpse made it all the worse.


Propped up next to me, his pale hands resting on his lap, his bowler hat still on his head, he could have passed for another passenger. I looked at his face, slightly bent forwards and swaying softly, following the erratic movements of the carriage. His cheeks were grey and dry, even veiny, and blue rings darkened his shut eyelids. Other than that, he looked as though he were simply dozing off ; resting his mind and waiting to alight, ready to jump off and demand a cigar and a warm bath.


I wrapped myself in my coat, feeling as cold as him, my own skin only a little less pale. I even felt tempted to wrap him in one of the blankets kept under the seats, but realised how foolish that would be.


In the end, I only leaned a little closer, stretching my arm to straighten his scuffed hat.


And then he opened his eyes.


I jumped up at once, panting and feeling the cold sweat running down my temples.


My bedroom was as dark as my dream, with only a ray of moonlight filtering through a fine gap between the curtains. I could still see my uncle’s glazy eyes, as clear as if they were floating right before my face, so I rushed to the gas lamp and let out a relieved breath when its gentle glow lit my chamber.


I saw the preposterous hour on the mantelpiece clock and rubbed my eyes in frustration, knowing I would not be able to sleep again. I thought of asking Layton for some tea, but preferred not to ; my old valet had had very difficult times too. Besides, hot beverages had done very little to improve my general mood in recent days. I rose nonetheless, and pulled the curtains aside to peer through the window. Mile after mile of darkened fields and woods opened before me : my uncle’s – late uncle’s – large estate.


It was a peaceful, starry night, and the moonlight drew the landscape in beautiful shades of blue and silver.


Just like that terrible night at the Highlands. The night Uncle met his demise, surrounded by those ghastly torches.


I shook my head and turned away from the view, or those images would make their way into my head like they’d done almost every night ever since.


I looked at the pile of half-read books on the bedside table and made to pick one up, but gave up even before touching them. I was sick of staring at the same page for hours, unable to take in the words, or all of a sudden finding myself ten pages ahead without the faintest memory of what I’d just read.


With nothing else to do, I paced for the next hour.


‘This is what Nine-Nails must feel like every night,’ I mumbled at some point. I wondered if he too had nightmares, if he might still dream of his dead parents, or the moment when his deranged sister had cut his finger off.


I’d been ignoring his correspondence, not even opening the letters and telegrams, secretly hoping that he’d become tired of my apathy and dismiss me. I knew I would never be so lucky.


Just as the sky began to clear, there was a soft rapping at my door. It was the tall, bony Layton, already bringing my morning coffee. The bags under his eyes told me he too had had a sleepless night. No wonder – before working for me, he had served Uncle Maurice for more than ten years and had also been terribly affected by his death.


As he displayed the service on the table, and before I could remark on the early hour, he pointed his long, aquiline nose at the window.


‘It appears you have visitors, sir.’


I went back to the window and saw a carriage approach at full speed. It was pulled by four horses, so it must be a real emergency. The carriage soon reached Uncle’s manor, and just as Layton passed me a cup of coffee, I saw an unmistakable figure emerge.


‘Damn my luck!’ I grumbled.


‘Shall I let him in, sir?’


‘He will make his way in even if you refuse,’ I predicted, and the moment I finished the sentence, I saw Nine-Nails climb up the entrance steps and push the main door open.


‘Tell the staff I want them to start locking that door,’ I told Layton. I could almost hear my late uncle cry, ‘Lock the doors? This is England!’


A moment later, Layton was showing McGray into my chamber.


I should be used to his scruffy stubble, his clothes garish and creased, and his hair as messy as if he’d galloped through a blizzard. However, surrounded by my quaint rugs and furnishings, he looked as out of place as a bristly grouse tossed into a basket of fine linen.


‘You look positively dreadful,’ I said.


McGray frowned. ‘Och, I’ve been travelling all night! Ye look much fucking worse in yer silken shimmy and freshly out o’ bed.’


It would have been pointless to argue ; my dressing gown was indeed silk damask.


‘Enough of the niceties,’ I said. ‘Have some coffee.’


He wrinkled his nose at it. ‘Anything stronger?’


‘McGray, it is barely after six in the morning.’


‘And yer point is …?’


Layton bowed then and went to fetch him some liquor.


McGray lounged in one of the two armchairs, stretched his long legs and arms, and cast an evaluating look at the oak panelling and four-poster bed.


‘Nice pile o’ rubble ye’ve been sleeping in, Frey! Sort o’ gives grounds to yer bloody snobbery.’ He clicked his tongue. ‘Sort of.’


I half smiled, sitting down and sipping my coffee.


‘I have spent many happy Christmases here,’ was all I could say.


McGray nodded. ‘So … is this all yers now?’


That was a fair guess. Uncle Maurice had never married, and the only child he’d fathered (as far as he’d told me) had died very young.


‘Uncle said so more than once, but knowing what he … was like, he may not have left his legal affairs in proper order. My brother Laurence may litigate to get his cut.’


‘Laurence? The same twat yer fiancée left ye for?’


I clashed my cup on the saucer. ‘Do you always have to remark on that? You know very bloody well who he is.’


‘There, there! Nae need to snap. What about yer younger brothers?’


‘Elgie and Oliver were not his blood relatives.’


‘Och, right! Their mum is that bitch o’ yer stepmother.’


‘Indeed. And even if they had a claim, I doubt they’d be interested in managing an estate like this. Elgie is too artistic to be practical. Oliver is … just Oliver.’


Layton came back then, bringing McGray a decanter of single malt, a good measure already poured in a tumbler.


‘Yer done with the funeral, I guess.’


I let out a long sigh. ‘The saddest affair you could imagine. Elgie was the only other relative who attended. The rest were Uncle’s creditors and tenants, all more interested in asking whether his death would disturb their businesses.’


Layton discreetly walked out, perhaps affected by my words.


I put my coffee on the table and rubbed my forehead. ‘McGray, I have a million matters to deal with right now. I am sorry you had to come all this way, but you will understand it is impossible for me to go back to Scotland after this.’


I did not look at him at first, expecting one of his typical outbursts. He, however, said nothing, and when I did turn my eyes to him, I found him biting his lip. The coarse, unsinkable Nine-Nails McGray looked shy and uneasy for the first time.


‘Am afraid ye have to.’


A deeper silence followed, each moment increasing my anxiety.


‘What – what do you mean?’


McGray could not have sounded more sombre. ‘The prime minister wants to keep our subdivision open. And us handy.’


‘The most illustrious Commission for the Elucidation of Unsolved Cases Presumably Related to the Odd and Ghostly?’ I cried, the interminable name rolling off my tongue at speed. ‘Why on earth would anyone, let alone the prime minister, want to keep that pit of manure open?’


I was expecting Nine-Nails to pounce on me. That subdivision was his baby, created for the sole purpose of finding what had driven his sister insane, and almost entirely funded from his own pocket. He, however, remained silent, giving time for the answer to creep slowly into my head.


I hunched forwards, mumbling as I buried my face in my hands. ‘The Lancashire affair?’


‘Possibly …’ McGray downed his drink in one gulp. ‘Dammit, I cannae lie to ye. I am certain. I spoke with the new superintendent. He received a letter from the PM himself. Lord Salisbury didnae give explanations ; he just told him that our department must stay open.’


At once I stood up and began pacing.


The previous January, whilst following another case all the way to Lancashire, we had accidentally discovered that the prime minister’s son had turbulent dealings with a coven of so-called witches – well, McGray called them that. To me they were nothing but crafty smugglers and charlatans, so dangerous and influential the Borgias would have envied their organisation. It was clear now that Lord Salisbury himself owed them ‘favours’.


McGray tried to soothe me. ‘It might be nothing, Frey. Salisbury maybe just wants us handy as a precaution.’


I let out a strident laugh. ‘Oh yes, nothing! Believe that, McGray, if it makes you happy.’


Somehow I already knew that Lord Salisbury and his dubious affairs would come back to haunt us, and it would turn out to be one of the worst nightmares of our lives. However, it would not happen for a while.


‘Frey,’ said Nine-Nails, if possible looking more sombre, ‘there’s another reason I came.’


‘Another reason!’ I reached for the decanter and ‘strengthened’ my black coffee. Sod the time. ‘An even worse emergency? A bout of the bubonic plague, perhaps?’


He was searching in his breast pocket.


‘This is a proper emergency. The clock’s ticking.’


‘Oh really? Who is about to die?’


Nine-Nails grimaced as he produced a piece of newspaper. ‘Madame Katerina.’


I had downed half the cup before he said that.


‘Why, your swindling clairvoyant?’


‘Aye.’


 ‘Who also happens to brew toxic ale to render pedlars blind? Is she in trouble? My, oh my, how bloody unexpected!’


‘It’s really delicate, Frey.’ McGray grumbled, unfolding the sheet on the table. ‘They might take her case to the High Court. She may hang!’


I snorted. ‘A miserable and squalid life followed by early death? Well, that is just what happens when you move to Scotland.’


‘Frey …’


‘And when they put you in a box and bury you, that is the warmest you will ever be.’


‘Och, I forgot ye can whine like an Ophelia when ye set to it!’


‘And six feet underground is also the safest—’


‘Frey, can ye shut it for a second and read this?’


I grabbed the cut-out, ready to toss it into the dying fire. However, even before I could crumple it, the headline’s obnoxiously wide lettering caught my full attention.
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‘Have you questioned her?’ I asked as we walked out of the manor. I was still astonished as to how fast I’d managed to sort out my luggage.


‘Nae, they took her straight to—’


‘Did you go to this Grenville man’s house?’


‘Nae yet. I’m—’


‘Did you at least manage to have a word with that valet? Or the officers he called?’


‘Nae! Frey, I’m—’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Nine-Nails! What did you do then?’


He slapped the back of my head. ‘I’m fucking trying to tell ye I didnae get time to do anything at all! The new blasted superintendent wanted me to come and get ye first. His very words were, Bring Ian Percival Frey here, else—’


‘What? He asked you to come here when there is a crime like this to investigate?’


He cupped both hands like a pair of scales. ‘Urgent letter from the prime minister … Saving a dubious gypsy’s life …’


‘I see. Do you at least know if the corpses are properly—?’


‘Frey, what the hell! Are ye bringing yer entire new buggery manor brick by brick?’


He made a sensible point. The servants were bringing three more of my chests to the already laden carriage.


‘I parted Edinburgh with all my belongings. I had no intention of going back. I even settled my rent with your beloved Lady Glass.’


McGray’s jaw dropped. ‘Ye were leaving for good, ye wee trickle o’ slimy snot?’


‘Lady Anne might call me the same when I tell her I want the property back. And I am sure she will try to treble the price.’


Layton came to me then. ‘Sir, what shall we do with your mare? The stables man says it will take him a while to—’


‘Ye brought Philippa too?’ McGray squealed.


‘I just told you I had no intention of—’


‘Och, forget it. Ye can send for her later. Ye won’t be able to mount her a lot anyway. The weather’s already turning for the worse.’


I blew inside my cheeks. ‘In more ways than I can tell …’


I knew the carriage trip was going to be dreadful, but McGray’s unease made it all the worse. He kept reading the cut-out over and over, every time emphasising a different passage and voicing a new speculation. Thankfully, the ride to Gloucester’s train station was not too long, and from then on it became much easier to ignore Nine-Nails, even if we did miss the day’s last service to Scotland.


We spent the night in Gloucester to ensure we’d catch the first train in the morning. McGray was of course keen to talk, but I categorically rebuffed his offer of drams and locked myself in a separate room. At least the station’s inn was clean and very comfortable.


The following day, the service to Scotland set off with considerable delay. Then we had to change trains in sooty Birmingham, having to run for dear life to catch our connection. One of my trunks was even dropped onto the rails and very nearly burst open. And the second leg of the journey was worse : our train sat still for three full hours in the outskirts of Carlisle, no explanations given. By the time we made it to Edinburgh, the sun was already setting.


As soon as we stepped off the wagon, I saw that autumn was setting in with annoying punctuality ; the trees of Princes Street Gardens were already shedding their leaves, and the winds brought gelid chills from the north-east. I looked bitterly at the uniform layer of grey clouds, which might not let through a single stream of sunlight until April. The thickset castle, atop its craggy mount, made me think of a chubby old man in brown, sooty tweed, lounging in an armchair and smoking a pipe as he watched the ages go by.


‘Here I am again,’ I said in a resigned sigh, wrapping up tighter in my overcoat. ‘Against all expectations …’


I sent Layton to Great King Street with all my belongings, and paid a young boy to deliver a note to Lady Anne Ardglass.


‘Begging that auld bitch to let yer valet in?’ McGray asked. He carried no luggage at all, and I envied his light pace.


‘Indeed. I would try some other lodgings, but she owns all the respectable properties in this tattered town.’


‘If she kicks ye out ye can come to Moray Place for a wee while. Joan will be glad to have ye there.’


I could not contain a sigh at the mention of her name. Joan had been my maid for eight years, before meeting McGray’s elderly butler George and deciding she wanted to live in sin with him. I still missed her coffee, her delicious roasts and sometimes even her irreverent gossip.


The station’s clock struck seven right then.


‘It is too late to go to the City Chambers,’ I said.


‘Indeedy. Nae chance we’ll get anything meaningful done today, but we still have time to see Katerina.’


I sighed, for the prospect of meeting that woman – again – did not thrill me. And in the following weeks I would be talking to her much more than I’d ever wished for.


‘We better hurry, then.’


‘Nah, it’s fine. I’ve made a few agreements with the laddies at Calton Hill.’


‘Calton – is she already in Calton Hill Jail?’


‘Aye, for her own safety. They took her to the City Chambers, but as soon as The Scotsman published the story, we had a mob of dribbling idiots trying to catch a glimpse. A couple o’ drunken sods even threw stones at the building.’


‘Dear Lord. We have to be careful or this case will become a spectacle.’


‘Might be too late for that, Percy.’


Calton Hill Jail was a deceptive building.


With a set of rounded towers that looked more like a painting of Camelot, enclosed by sturdy walls, and with a gate surrounded by medieval-style battlements, anyone would have mistaken it for a fairy-tale castle. It also stood proudly on the craggier edge of Calton Hill, and even its address – Number 1 Regent Road – sounded prestigious.


Nothing could be further from the truth.


The kingly towers were the residence and offices of the governor, and were indeed lavish ; however, the cell wings were dingy, damp and overcrowded, understandably feared by those on the wrong side of the law. Some of those sentenced to death were still chained to the walls while they awaited execution.


I’d been there only once, in February, when a pathetic prisoner claimed that the mysterious hole on the floor of his cell had been opened up by a stone-eating gnome. Even McGray had laughed at the tale – I both laughed and retched upon hearing that a steel spoon had miraculously appeared in the prisoner’s ablutions.


I recognised the gloomy esplanade at the front. Hangings were carried out there, and even though executions were no longer public, people still climbed to the top of Calton Hill to have a peek. I looked north and saw the steep slope of the mount, its edges blurry behind the mist. From there, the mobs possibly had a better view than their morbid fellows a century ago, when hangings took place at Mercat Cross, in the middle of Edinburgh’s High Street. More comfortable too. I imagined people sitting on the grassy slope, maybe even drinking and picnicking, as they watched a miserable wretch writhing in the gibbet.


A guard came to receive us, greeting McGray with deference. The man had a weathered face and a deep scar running all the way from his temple to his chin. His eyes, however, had a benevolent air.


‘I thought ye were nae coming, sir,’ he said as he led us through the darkened corridors.


‘Delays, Malcolm,’ McGray answered. I saw that he discreetly passed him a one-pound note.


Malcolm took us to a small questioning room.


‘Please wait here. I’ll fetch her right away.’


We stepped in and sat at a battered table. The air somehow seemed to become colder and colder as we waited. A moment later, Malcolm came back, Katerina by his side.


 ‘Oh, God …’ I let out when I first saw her.


I was expecting the tingling mass of multicoloured shawls, veils and pendants, the cunning green eyes and the mordant smile. Instead, the poor woman was clad in a ragged grey dress, handcuffed and walking in a stoop.


Without her thick layers of mascara and fake eyelashes, she looked at least a decade older. She was not wearing any of the studs or rings that usually decked her nose, eyebrow and earlobes, and the empty piercings looked like wrinkly slits on her saggy skin. Her hair was wrapped tightly under a faded black cloth, a few blonde and greyish locks sticking out like the bristles of a brush. Her menacing fingernails had been cut short, and the black varnish was flaking off the jagged edges.


There was something else missing, and it took me a moment to realise it. Her protruding bosom, famous throughout Lothian and most of the time scantly covered, now could only be described as empty woollen stockings under the jail dress.


 ‘I know,’ she said, for I must have stared open-mouthed. ‘I don’t look as pretty as that night you came to my divination room with a bottle of wine.’


McGray gasped. ‘He did what?’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Could we please focus on the case? This is hardly the time to—’


‘Och, ye dog!’ he said, elbowing me at the ribs.


Katerina was sitting down then, smirking. It was as if she had no energy left for one of her usual cackles.


She squeezed McGray’s hand. ‘I’m so glad to see you, my boy. I’ve not laughed in days.’


Judging from how hoarse her voice was, it appeared she had not spoken to anyone either.


‘How are they treating ye?’ McGray asked. His blue eyes were full of concern.


Katerina clicked her tongue. ‘The food is rat’s shit. Looks like it too.’ She nodded in my direction. ‘Your English rose here would be dead by now.’


‘Don’t tell me they’ve beaten ye, or I’ll kick them in the arse so fuckin’ hard they’ll be able to taste my boots.’ He said it looking straight into the guard’s eyes. Malcolm gulped.


Katerina managed a brief chuckle, and for a moment her green eyes glowed with their usual cunning. ‘Thanks, Adolphus. They were a little rough on me at first, but they haven’t dared hit me. They’re afraid I’ll cast a curse on their pricks or something.’


Malcolm gulped again.


‘Ye can go, lad,’ Nine-Nails said, and the guard was only too happy to leave.


At once I lounged back, letting out a tired sigh.


‘What a fine quandary you’ve got yourself into.’


Katerina simply looked at Nine-Nails.


‘Why did you bring him? He’ll tell me I’m a mad hag.’


‘He’s not a complete waste o’ space,’ said McGray, kicking me under the table. ‘And contrary to his looks, he did pick up a thing or two about the law in his Cambridge college for petunia-sniffing dandies.’


‘Thank you,’ I said, looking directly at Katerina. ‘Now, I need to ask you this, madam. Did you do it?’


‘Did I …?’


‘Did you kill them?’


I might as well have slapped her in the face. She looked up, astounded, and McGray slammed both hands on the table.


‘Of course she didnae!’ he yelped. ‘She—!’


‘Let the bloody woman speak!’ I shouted over him, with a roaring volume that surprised even me.


As the silence lingered, Katerina bit her lips, lowering her head.


‘I didn’t harm anyone,’ she mumbled.


I nodded. ‘Very well. In that case, we need you to tell us exactly what happened.’


We were in for a riveting tale.
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‘This young woman, Leonora Willberg, sent me a letter a month ago. She and her aunt are good clients. Well … they were.’


‘Did they both die that night?’ I asked.


‘No, just Leonora. Her aunt passed on a few years ago, her father too ; but the girl kept looking for me. She was very interested in my arts.’


‘Was she?’


‘Yes, all her life. She told me her grandmother also had the eye.’


I looked into my breast pocket and produced my little notebook, struggling to keep my face neutral. ‘Why did they ask you to perform the – session?’


‘Were they trying to contact anyone in particular?’ McGray added.


‘Yes. The grandmother, I just told you. They called her Grannie Alice.’


‘Ye ken what for? Was it just to talk to her? ’Cause they missed her?’


I thought that would be the reason, as séances had become very popular in recent years. Even Queen Victoria was rumoured to hold them frequently, to chat with her beloved Albert (McGray and I knew for a fact that the rumours were true).


Katerina’s answer, however, was rather unexpected.


‘That’s what Leonora told me, but she lied.’


‘She what?’ McGray said.


Katerina lowered her voice. ‘They needed to ask her something. Something very specific.’


I sighed as discreetly as possible. ‘Who told you so?’


‘Nobody. They didn’t have to. I felt it.’


McGray jumped in exactly as I was about to blurt out my best sarcasm.


‘Tell us more.’


Katerina shook her head. ‘Oh, it was all over the place, Adolphus. In Leonora’s note, in the valet they sent to fetch me, on the tablecloth, in the parlour walls … Oh, that house!’


‘Did ye visit before the séance?’


‘Yes, you know I always do when people ask me to work in their houses.’ She shook again, this time her entire body, as if suddenly hit by an icy draught. ‘There is something floating there, my boy ; it’s like a stench I could sense even before I walked in. There’s hatred … Guilt … A lie … Something hellish that stained that air years ago and hasn’t faded.’


There was a long silence : Katerina apparently recovering from a strike of emotion, McGray meditating with an expression worthy of St John upon writing the Book of Revelation, while I gripped my pencil.


‘I had to ask Leonora to cleanse all the rooms with blessed candles,’ Katerina went on. ‘It barely did the job. And I had to take precautions I rarely do.’


‘Precautions?’ I asked.


‘Protect my soul ; my spirit. A séance is so … So …’


She struggled to find the right word, so McGray stepped in.


‘Intimate. I ken. Crudely put, it’s almost like getting into bed with someone. If they have – let’s say, lice, yer goin’ to catch it.’


I raised an eyebrow. ‘So … You protected yourself from catching spiritual syphilis?’


‘Dammit!’ she cried, standing up and banging both palms on the table. I was glad her fingernails were no more, or she would have ripped my eyes out. ‘Yes! You may laugh if you want, but that protection saved my life. My life and my soul! Those six other bastards are burning in hell now.’


I raised a conciliatory hand. ‘Very well, let’s not linger on that right now. There are still many details we need to know.’


McGray nodded at her. Katerina took a few infuriated breaths, but then sat down again.


‘You mentioned that this Leonora contacted you over a month ago, yet the séance took place last Friday?’


‘Yes. You have to wait for the stars to align. The best conjunction is different for every soul.’


My scribbling stopped, I took in the words, and then resumed the writing. ‘Can you name the people who attended?’


She looked sternly at me. ‘You mean the people who died?’


That required no answer, so I said nothing, and Katerina began counting with her fingers.


‘There was Leonora … the uncle who moved into her house after her parents died …’


‘What was his name?’


‘Everyone called him either Willberg or Mr Willberg.’


‘Who else?’


‘I recognised the grandmother’s widower, a really frail old man … Mr Shaw. Hector Shaw.’


I wrote it down. ‘Go on.’


‘There was also this bossy gent everyone kept calling Colonel …’


‘That would be Colonel Grenville,’ I said, recalling the newspaper. ‘Was he a relative?’


‘An in-law. His wife was present too ; another granddaughter of that Alice woman.’


‘That makes her Hector Shaw’s daughter?’


‘Yes, she called him Father. I think her name was Martha. Lovely jewellery she wore. And there was also a mousy, lanky man. Leonora’s uncle ordered him around all the time. His name was Bertrand.’


I counted. ‘Very well, that accounts for all the bodies found. Did any of them look odd to you?’


‘I told you already, they were all damned souls.’


‘Even the young Leonora, so interested in your arts?’


‘Oh, yes! She was always asking more than she ought to. On the night, she even brought a camera.’


‘There was a photographic camera?’ McGray cried. I too was surprised, and underlined that in my notebook.


‘Yes,’ Katerina replied. ‘Leonora said spirits sometimes show in the pictures.’


She snorted at that.


‘Ye don’t think that’s possible?’ McGray asked.


‘I wouldn’t know. Only rich folk can afford those damn things.’


‘Yet you do not seem to like the idea of photographing the dead,’ I remarked.


‘Too right. It’s a violation! The souls of the recently deceased sometimes get trapped in glass and mirrors. If it’s true that spirits appear in photographs, perhaps it’s because the machines can catch them too.’


I simply stared at her with my lips slightly parted. I could not believe that such rampant ignorance still existed in our times. Nevertheless, the presence of a camera offered tantalising opportunities.


‘Were any photographs taken on the night?’ I asked.


‘Yes.’


‘How many?’


‘Oh, I don’t know exactly. I was focused on my job. Several, I think. Before and during the session.’


I underlined that too, while McGray rubbed his hands in excitement.


‘We must look for that camera, Frey. It must still be at the—’ he had to bite his lip not to say crime scene. ‘At the parlour. They told me the house was locked. Everything there should still be untouched.’


‘I bloody hope so,’ I said, followed by a sigh as I turned to Katerina. ‘Now to the point, madam. Describe the séance itself.’


Her expression darkened and she took short, sharp breaths, readying herself to tell us the tale. The one newspapers would have cheated and killed for. The one everyone in Edinburgh was so desperate to hear.
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‘I could tell we would be successful, even before I set foot into the house. The spirit was angry. Angry and keen to meet her relatives.


‘I checked the walls, the air. Everything seemed fit enough for the communion. Barely, as I told them, but the spirit would overcome any barriers.


‘That so-called colonel dispatched his servant and we were left alone. Leonora took a photograph of everyone before we gathered at the table. I could feel this angered the spirit – the girl’s frivolity ; her keenness ; her disrespect ; the fact that she only wanted those bloody photographs to show them off later … Spirits have to cross worlds to commune with us! That’s painful to them!


‘I said nothing, though I should have. We moved on. I told them to lock the doors and turn all the lights off, except for the candles.


‘I had asked them to prepare an offering too. You always need something to tempt the spirits. Sometimes it can be anything the poor souls liked in life – their favourite scent or drink or food. Sometimes they are so keen to see their loved ones their mere presence is enough …
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