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Principal Magical Institutions




Calton Hill Library, incorporating the Library of the Dead: These are Scotland’s premier magical libraries, both located under Calton Hill in Edinburgh’s city centre. Together, they house an impressive collection of magical texts and books. There is an entrance by the pillars of the National Monument of Scotland, on the summit of the Hill. Alternatively, there’s a further entrance via David Hume’s mausoleum in the Old Calton Burial Ground. Those who don’t practise magic are strongly advised against visiting as punishments for trespass are reportedly disproportionately severe. 


Elgin (The): A term mostly used by the alumni of the Edinburgh School (see Calton Hill Library, incorporating the Library of the Dead).


Extraordinary Committee (The): An organ within the Society of Sceptical Enquirers charged with checking the powers of the Secretary. It consists of two heads of the four magic schools in Scotland, plus two board members of the Society, and one ordinary member drawn by lottery.


General Discoveries Directorate: An independent division within the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. It supports the secretary of the Society (currently Sir Ian Callander) in his role as Scotland’s Discoverer General.


Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments: An exclusive holistic healing and therapy clinic on Colinton Road, Edinburgh. Clients include aristocrats, celebrities and the cream of Edinburgh society.


Royal Society of Sorcery and the Advancement of the Mystic Arts: England’s foremost magical society claims to trace its origins to the mythical wizard Merlin, though contemporary scholars date its formal establishment to the late seventeenth century.


Society of Sceptical Enquirers: Scotland’s premier magical professional body. It is headquartered in Dundas House on St Andrew Square in Edinburgh’s New Town.





Principal Places




Camelot: A notorious tent city atop Arthur’s Seat. The population of this place is difficult to estimate because of the transient tenure of most residents. Due to concerns about crime from local residents in the nearby neighbourhoods of Duddingston and Meadowbank, the city council has made several attempts to clear Camelot – but with limited success.


Dundas House: Designed by the architect Sir William Chambers and completed in 1774, this neoclassical building located at 36 St Andrew Square in the New Town was once the headquarters of the Royal Bank of Scotland. It remains the bank’s corporate address and simultaneously serves as the headquarters of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


everyThere (The): This realm is a nonplace beyond the ordinary world. It is where deceased souls go before they can move on. Only a few among the living can reach and navigate it safely.


His Majesty’s Slum Hermiston: This slum is located on farmland in the south-west of Edinburgh. It runs from the city bypass along the M8. The dwellings are a higgledy-piggledy assortment of trailers, caravans, shipping containers, garden sheds, etc.


Other Place (The): Little is known about this realm in the astral plane, but wayward spirits can be expelled there. It is believed there is no return for them from it.


Realms Beyond (The): Lying beyond the event horizon of the Astral Realms, these represent a higher dimension currently out of the reach of contemporary magical practice. Though much has been speculated about them, little empirical evidence exists to prove or disprove their existence.


Royal Bank of Scotland: Established in 1727, the RBS is a major retail and commercial bank.


RBS Archives: Located in South Gyle, the archives are responsible for collecting and preserving the records of both the Royal Bank of Scotland and the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. While the premises belong to the RBS, the archivists who work there are employed by the Calton Hill Library.


underHume: The basement area of Calton Hill Library. It houses practice rooms, laboratories and storage space.





Principal Characters




Briggs: Coachman and servant to England’s Sorcerer Royal.


Callander, Ian (Sir): Scotland’s leading magician. Secretary of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. His role in the Society also makes him the Discoverer General in Scotland.


Cockburn, Frances: Director of Membership Services at the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


Cruickshank: Ropa Moyo’s magical scarf. A gift from her mentor, Sir Ian Callander.


Diderot, Octavius: Member of the Extraordinary Committee and the board of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


Featherstone, Calista: Head teacher at the Aberdeen School of Magic and Esoterica.


Guthrie, Irene: Head groundskeeper at the Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys. 


Hutchinson, Hamish: Principal at St Andrews College, Scotland’s second oldest school of magic.


Kapoor, Priyanka: Healer at the Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments clinic on Colinton Road. She studied healing and herbology at the Lord Kelvin Institute in Glasgow.


Lebusa, Rethabile (Lady): Member of the Extraordinary Committee and the board of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


MacDonald, Avery: Second son of Dalziel MacDonald and a student of theoretical magicology at St Andrews College.


MacDonald, Dalziel: Clan chief of the MacDonalds of Sleat, one of the oldest and most powerful Scottish families.


MacLeod, Fenella: The only child of Clan chief Edmund MacLeod and a student of esoteric history at St Andrews College.


Maige, Jomo: Trainee librarian at Calton Hill Library and Ropa Moyo’s best friend.


Maige, Pythagoras (Dr): Head librarian at the Calton Hill Library and Master of the Books for the Library of the Dead. He holds a doctorate in mathematics from the University of Edinburgh and is Jomo’s father.


Mhondoro, Melsie: Ropa Moyo’s grandmother.


Moyo, Izwi: Ropa Moyo’s precocious younger sister.


Moyo, Ropa: A teenage ghostalker from HMS Hermiston in the south-west of Edinburgh. Ropa dropped out of school to support her little sister and grandmother by delivering messages on behalf of the city’s dearly departed. Her activities secured her an internship with the Society of Sceptical Enquires, after which she resigned to find employment with Lord Samarasinghe, England’s Sorcerer Royal. 


O’Donohue, Gary: Resident of HMS Hermiston and Melsie Mhondoro’s lover.


River: a vixen


Rooster Rob/Red Rob: Leader of the notorious street gang called the Clan. He governs Camelot atop Arthur’s Seat in the centre of Edinburgh.


Samarasinghe, Lord Sashvindu: England’s Sorcerer Royal.


Soltani, Esfandiar: Currently the Makar, the national poet laureate of Scotland, and an independent scholar best known for his biography of Robert Burns in verse. He is a non-practising magician married to Sir Ian Callander.


Walsh, Nathair: Deputy head boy and captain of the rugby team at the Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys.


Wedderburn, Montgomery: Disgraced former rector of the Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys. 


Wharncliffe, Lewis: Student of sonicology at the Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys.






The Somerville Equation




y = w(c+a–N)/t


y – yield


w – practitioner’s potential 


c – combustible material


a – agitative threshold


N – natural resistance


t – time 


Discovered in 1797 by the polymath Mary Somerville, from Jedburgh, when she was only sixteen. This elegant equation was the first mathematical proof of the Promethean fire spell. Somerville’s work is considered by most scholars to have been a key development in the shift towards magic becoming a true scientific discipline. Scotland’s four schools of magic also use it to derive their pupils’ potential by working out the ‘w’.





The Four Magic Schools




These are the only accredited schools of magic in Scotland. They are highly selective and have very competitive admission standards. Qualification at one of these institutions is a requirement for professional registration with the Society of Sceptical Enquirers: 


Aberdeen School of Magic and Esoterica, Aberdeen


Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys, Edinburgh 


Lord Kelvin Institute, Glasgow


St Andrews College, St Andrews













I


I work for English magic now. There’s no way to sugar-coat it. Please, dinnae judge me like the horsehair-wigged folks who ply their lawyering trade on Chambers Street. It was a tough decision, true Scot that I am. But sometimes you gotta say fuck the flag, just show me the money. Can I get an amen? No? Whatever . . . Things are looking up since Lord Sashvindu Samarasinghe, England’s Sorcerer Royal and head honcho at the Royal Society of Sorcery and the Advancement of the Mystic Arts, took a shine to me and became my patron. Forget that malarkey they always tell you about pulling up bootstraps; the only way up in the magicking game is who you know.


And so I currently find myself ensconced in the lush, velvet-upholstered interior of the Sorcerer Royal’s coach. A cool white light brightens the interior, though there’s no source of illumination for it. The clippity-clop of the horses on the tarmac outside is mixed in with the evening sounds of the city. Hawkers shouting out their wares, desperate for a sale before they head home; hustlers on the corners, enticing folks to shoot craps off their loaded dice – the general madness of the Edinburgh I love. Lord Samarasinghe has a perfumed handkerchief covering his snout. He hates the howling aroma, which hits you stronger than a teenager’s oxters. And the smell’s worse on days like this, when the haar drifts over from the sea, and the air’s thick with that misty moisture. I don’t mind it at all; it’s an acquired taste.


‘Out of the way, you wazzocks,’ Briggs the coachman yells, cracking his whip.


Probably folks on the road, out of their heads on gear they take to numb whatever flames this tenth circle of hell throws their way. I wouldn’t know, though. I’m sat with my back to the direction of travel, and I daren’t stick my noggin out the window. It’s much better being here, on the lush inside.


Lord Samarasinghe does look out, and grimaces.


‘Peasants,’ he exclaims. ‘Keep them weak, makes them meek.’


‘Is that what you think of me? A peasant?’


‘I would be sorely disappointed if I’d given you the impression I thought otherwise,’ he replies.


I frown, but bite my tongue. What an arrogant knob. Makes me miss my old gaffer Sir Ian Callander for a second or two. Bollocks, don’t be silly, Ropa. He’d never have scored you a gig like the one Lord S has just set up for you today. Barely made a shilling when I was doing stuff for my previous boss. Still, I don’t like people taking the piss, and I’m about to say something when Samarasinghe beats me to it.


‘Don’t be boring, Ropa. You can be anything with me except that.’


‘I’ll show you boring.’


‘Thank goodness we’re past those dreadful odours. I nearly brought up my supper.’


‘I take it London smells of roses then?’


He grins. ‘That’s more like it, lassie.’ He puts on an annoying fake Scottish accent. I swear he’s only given me this gig so he can enjoy winding me up.


There’s a naughty twinkle in Lord Samarasinghe’s eyes. They are bright and intelligent, set beneath his impressive monobrow. He’s dressed in a scarlet English court uniform with lavish gold embroidery across the torso, starting from the waist and broadening out towards the shoulders. There’s gold detailing on his collar and the bottoms of his sleeves too. And the black trousers he’s wearing have a red stripe running down the side seam. The only odd thing is his choice of military peaked cap, when you might have expected some kind of cocked hat from back in the day.


In lieu of a sword, the Sorcerer Royal has his cane, with the silver tiger’s head on it. I’ve come to understand this sort of thing is the fashion for English magicians, who prefer wands for their accoutrements.


He looks into my eyes for an uncomfortable length of time and I’m loath to drop my gaze. Hanging out with the Sorcerer Royal is like walking on nine-inch rusted nails. You come out with stigmata or, in the best-case scenario, a dose of tetanus. I finally turn away and focus my attention on what’s happening outside, as Nicolson Street gives way to Clerk Street, cutting through Newington. Even this late at night there’s desperate folks lining the way, clutching cardboard signs.


‘WILL WERK FOR FUD’


It’s Beggars’ Row out here, everyone crammed in ’cause the fuzz are kicking up a fuss and evicting them from the New Town. The Old Town’s more the scene for down and outs anyway. Mingling amongst the tramps and vagrants are angry-looking men with plastic thistles pinned to the lapels of their coats, handing out leaflets of some sort. It’s a powder keg out there.


‘Tell me about your parents,’ Lord Samarasinghe says.


I’ve been moving with him for a couple of weeks now, but this is the first time he’s shown any sort of interest in my background. I’m not sure why he’d be bringing it up now. Hmm.


‘I live with my nan and my little sister. But she’s away at boarding school,’ I reply, still looking outside.


‘That’s not what I asked you.’


I bite my lower lip and taste my black lipstick. Then I involuntarily grab a lock of my silver-dyed dreadlocks and tug it. I stop myself, but it’s too late, I’ve given the game away. If the Sorcerer Royal had an ounce of decency, he’d apologize for asking about them and change the subject. Instead, he waits for a reply. Ironic, since he lied to me about his own upbringing when I first met him in the autumn, at the biennial conference of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers at Dunvegan Castle. Made out like he’d had a hard start in life, when in reality he’s a rich kid from Edgbaston in Birmingham.


‘Can we talk about something else?’


‘No, we may not.’


I grit my teeth, but my obvious annoyance doesn’t move Lord Samarasinghe one bit. He’s a proper roaster, and now he’s making me all nervous. Gotta be careful I don’t have a wobble. Don’t wanna embarrass myself any more than I have to. The coach rattles and shakes as we hit a particularly bad patch of road. My parents aren’t something I like thinking about. Keep all that shut away in a vault at the back of my mind. What I have left of them anyways. I don’t like folks feeling sorry for me, and I certainly don’t need no one’s charity. My name ain’t Oliver Twist. I get by.


‘They died when I was young and I’ve got gaps in my memory.’


‘Go on,’ he says patiently, in the demeanour of a rogue therapist. I would know, I’m seeing one at Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments, who my mate Priya linked me up with for my anxiety attacks and PTSD. You go in and, after gentle prompts, bare your soul, bleeding out onto her rug. Then you leave feeling lighter somehow.


‘My father’s name was Makomborero Moyo and my mother was Cora—’ Frog in my throat. I can’t . . .


‘It’s okay. Take your time,’ Lord S says gently.


I shake my head. He’s pushing me to talk about stuff I don’t want to. Worse still, being in his forties, Lord Samarasinghe is round about what my father’s age would’ve been had he lived.


‘Cora is such a beautiful name,’ he muses. ‘I believe, and I might be wrong here, that it’s derived from a Greek word which means maiden or heart.’


Sniffles. I want to cry, but I’m not going to. Not in front of Lord Samarasinghe. Keep it together, Ropa. It takes everything within me, every ounce of will to pull myself together. I don’t much like thinking about my dead folks. Other dead people, no problem.


‘My father was an academic. Gran told me he was the smartest person she knew. She also said he was bold, brash, and a wee bit arrogant, a regular know-it-all, who took himself too seriously. He loved my mother deeply. The two of them were inseparable.’ I reach into my pocket to take out my phone, which has a picture Gran sent me ages ago of my parents together in the Meadows. But then I decide I don’t want to show it after all and pull my hand back. Their faces are faded in my memory. Sometimes I fail to conjure them up altogether.


‘And what did your mother do? She must have been a patient woman to put up with a man like your father,’ he replies, leaning forward as though thoroughly engaged.


‘She was a seamstress. The yang to his yin, my grandmother told me. If his head was in the clouds, she kept her feet firmly planted on the ground.’


‘A perfect combination. Intellectuals sometimes become so caught up in their own abstractions they forget what’s real. I’ve often had to teach young magicians that you can imbibe all the theory you want, but reality is far messier.’ His tone is that of a mentor now. It kinda reminds me of Callander. ‘In life, young lady, intelligence is overrated. Of course, it helps, and you can create or do amazing things with it, but if one isn’t careful, it has a tendency to turn in on itself. I’ve seen many ruined by this. Those who go the furthest are not the ones with a high IQ, but a good EQ – emotional intelligence, the ability to have mastery over one’s own self and to relate to others. But I interrupt and pontificate. You were saying?’


My own memories are so vague. I was young when they died. Thank Allah I have Gran to help fill in the gaps. Even then, the story I have of my parents is one dominated by the details of their passing. It’s as if they were an old book, covers frayed, barely holding together, pages water damaged, sun bleached and faded. Only a few letters, perhaps the odd word, remains, and somehow the final chapter is the only thing left. All I have is the sound of my father’s laughter, me flying into the blue sky, then falling until he catches me on the way back down, his strong hands gripping my armpits, before launching me back up again. My mother combing my hair, singing a song whose words are lost to me, but I remember the rise and fall of its melody clearly. Her gentle voice. I have memories of sinking into her bosom, listening to her heartbeat. Watching her crochet at night while my father was in his study. Glimpses. Little bits and pieces punctuated by blankness. What did my father’s cologne smell like? Did he have a favourite food? Which of them gave me my sweet tooth? I remember bedtime stories read to me, but I can’t recall which one of them read which story. Nuggets is all I have. But as much as I try to hold onto them, they burn like a bitch.


‘My mother was the first to go. She died during childbirth, when my sister was born,’ I say. ‘She bled to death.’


‘Oh dear. I am so sorry,’ Lord Samarasinghe replies. He looks down at his lap as though searching for something to say. ‘Womanhood—’ He stops and shakes his head. ‘These things are rather difficult.’


Which is why me and Gran haven’t told my little sister Izwi what happened yet. She’s too young to be able to handle that kind of weight. Whenever she asks, Gran just tells her mam fell sick and died. It’s a half-truth. Back when I was ghostalkering, delivering messages between the living and the dead, it was always hard whenever I had a message to pass onto a child who’d been young when their parent died. I’d try to channel the whole equanimity shit each time, but it was tough dealing with that.


The funny thing is, through all my years of dealing with the dead, my parents have never come back to see me. They must have moved on already, beyond the everyThere. That gruesome realm, the first stop for the dead, which is glued to our world. I’ve hoped in the past I’d be able to speak with one of them, but it’s never happened. I tried searching the infinite realms of the astral plane, until Gran had a quiet word and bade me stop. But every time I delivered a message from someone’s loved one, I felt a tinge of envy it was for them, not me.


Yes, I was jealous, but happy for my customers too. I’m glad I do that less now, though, and am on my way to becoming a proper magician, thanks to Lord Samarasinghe. When he takes us to England, I’ll have my pick of magic schools from the best in the world.


‘How did your father cope with her death? It must have been quite a blow. Two children, all on his own. Never mind, I’m being silly, you were too young to know.’


‘Gran said he was never the same after she was gone. Locked himself away in his study to grieve.’


‘Who looked after you?’


‘There was help. Childminders who came in when my father was working.’ I suddenly remember that I didn’t call him dad or papa or any of that. He was ‘baba’ to me. Gran told me it means father in Shona. It also has the same meaning in Swahili, Chinese, Urdu, Greek and a dozen other languages. But to me, it’s a special word. Something personal, ’cause I’ve never heard no one else use it.


‘But for as long as I can recall, I’ve been looking after Izwi, with my Gran. I kinda miss it now she’s away.’


‘These things are never easy,’ Lord Samarasinghe says quietly. ‘I want you to know, you’ll always have an ally in me. I can’t replace what you’ve lost, but I hope that’s something, at least.’


I’m stunned. Is he actually being sincere? Don’t even know how to say thank you. But it seems there could be something kind underneath the Sorcerer Royal’s prickly exterior, after all. So I find myself opening up even more, and telling him the rest of it.


‘Gran doesn’t say it like this, but I’ve picked up bits and pieces. I think my father lost his mind after she died.’


‘Grief does strange and horrible things to us.’


Lord Samarasinghe reaches out, maybe to touch my hand, but balls his fingers into a fist in the empty space between us. He pumps his hand up and down once or twice, then retracts it.


‘He died in a car crash,’ I say. ‘Drove himself right over the cliff on the A1 to Berwick-upon-Tweed. Maybe he took his own—’


‘No, don’t say that,’ Samarasinghe says urgently. He frowns. ‘I know it’s tempting, in the absence of fact, to speculate and fill things in. But that won’t do you any good. Accidents happen. You can’t know what was in his mind. And I’m sure he loved you girls very much and wouldn’t have done such a dreadful thing.’


‘Now you’re the one speculating,’ I reply, half in jest.


We can’t help searching for answers. That’s why ghostalkers, mediums, clairvoyants, priests and anyone with a hand in the extranatural will never run out of work. Samarasinghe is right, though. There’s no use turning this over in my mind when there ain’t no one else who can give me those answers.


The funny thing is I never told my old mentor Callander any of this. He didn’t seem too interested in who I was as a person, or where I came from originally. We just stuck to work and not much else. I guess it’s the dour Scots thing. Still, it’s something to be able to tell my new patron all this. They’re very different men. When I first met Lord Samarasinghe at Dunvegan Castle, I didn’t much like him. But here in this carriage, I glimpse he has a beating heart and blood that runs red like the rest of us. Unless he’s lying to me again . . .


‘Ah, now we’ve left the ghastly odours of Auld Reekie behind, I believe it’s safe for us to have a cup of Ceylon tea, wouldn’t you agree?’ Lord Samarasinghe says, mercifully changing the subject at last.


I grunt and remove my backpack, which is sat atop the picnic basket on my left. It’s early days yet and I’m still studying the new boss man. Occasionally he gives a command dressed up as a throwaway remark or suggestion, and I need to be wise to it. Samarasinghe is a man of mercurial moods but I’m really starting to think I can work with him. Call it taming the tiger.


I reach into the basket and retrieve the cup and saucer, which are wrapped carefully in towels to prevent them cracking with each judder of the coach as it hits a pothole. This is expensive stuff, of the finest quality – bone china with a twenty-two-carat gold finish. It has decorated borders, finely detailed with roses, myrtle, rosemary and oak leaves. On the side of the cup is a fancy cypher with a crown atop it, surrounded by national emblems of the old United Kingdom – roses, shamrocks, thistles and daffodils. Reminds me that being with Lord S, I’m two degrees of separation from the king himself. Ain’t that something to write home about?


There’s a golden thermos, similarly engraved, inside the basket. I swear these rich folks flaunt it in your face. But no time to think like a bloody commie. I’m too busy balancing the cup and saucer in one hand, and pouring the Sorcerer Royal’s tea with the other. It’s a mission, given how juddery the inside of the carriage is. Once that’s done, and I’ve sealed the thermos, I grab the small bottle of milk.


Lord Samarasinghe’s face lights up. He’s positively beaming.


‘You’ve passed your first proper test.’ He claps his hands with a childish delight. ‘I was thinking, if she’s one of those heathens who pours the milk in first I shall have to dispose of her in a shallow grave somewhere.’


‘Phew,’ I reply, unable to mask my sarcasm.


‘Ah, don’t get too cocky now. Your second test of the night awaits, and I for one am rather looking forward to it.’


He’s still smiling as I hand the tea over, even as my stomach sinks. I have bad memories of the first time I was tested by my old gaffer at the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. It kinda scuttled my career in Scottish magic before it’d even launched. Let’s hope tonight goes a wee bit better for me.


‘Ah.’ Lord Samarasinghe smacks his lips. ‘A very fine brew. Aren’t you having some?’


I pick up a cup for myself. ‘So, who’re these people who need my help?’


‘We are going to visit a grand old place called Arniston House.’










II


We’ve journeyed past Cameron Toll, and through Liberton, where you can barely find a tree standing on the roadside, since they’ve all been chopped down for firewood. Once we’re past the bypass, which arcs around the south of the city from Gogar to Old Craighall, we’re safely away from the barren wastelands of Gilmerton, with Briggs still urging the horses on.


This is a dangerous route. It’s best not to venture outside the city limits these days. Modern highwaymen ply their trade in the unlit wilds of Dalkeith. The news says they operate in gangs of five or more, some of them teenagers in hoodies, snoods covering their faces and budget Diadora sneakers on their feet. I feel a sense of panic as the carriage slows down, until Briggs halts it completely. I touch Cruickshank, my scarf, and then reach for my dagger.


‘What are you doing?’ Lord Samarasinghe asks, an amused expression on his face.


Before I can reply, Briggs calls in his broad Yorkshire accent from outside the carriage, ‘Milord, it appears we’ve hit a roadblock.’ The highwaymen often lay a log in the road to ambush their victims. ‘Would you like me to deal with it?’ The carriage sways and Briggs’s boots make a loud noise as he lands on the tar.


‘That’s quite alright, Briggs. I need to stretch my legs a bit. Ropa, will you be a dear and take this from me.’ Lord Samarasinghe hands me his cup and saucer, then winks.


The carriage door opens. Lord S never does this himself – not when he has us servants to hand. He takes his pocket watch out, checks the time, then puts it back, before stepping out with his cane.


‘This shouldn’t take long,’ he says.


Briggs shuts the door. I’m about to peek outside when the curtains on the carriage windows draw themselves shut sharply.


I don’t understand why we have to stop – this coach can fly. That’s how we journeyed from the Isle of Skye back to Edinburgh a few weeks ago, and it seems like the Sorcerer Royal can do this when he’s travelling long-distance. I’m sure tonight could have been an exception too. I try to open the door, only to find it’s locked. Fucksake, I don’t like being confined. I do the breathing exercises my psychomagician has taught me. In through the nose, out though the mouth. Repeat. Repeat. Until I start to calm down.


I hear the loud tapping of Lord Samarasinghe’s cane on the road, indicating he’s walking forward.


‘God save the king,’ the Sorcerer Royal says.


‘Bollocks. The king is dead,’ a man says, then he hocks loudly and spits. ‘The new queen of Scots reigns in these parts and she’s collecting tolls tonight.’


Coarse guffaws from his gang boost the highwayman’s words.


‘Gentlemen, you are blocking the king’s road. Would you be so kind as to remove this obstacle impeding my progress?’ Lord Samarasinghe’s voice is firm but cordial. ‘I would be most grateful.’


Rough laughter responds to his request.


‘You hear that, lads? This posh English wanker’s come all the way over here to tell us what to do,’ another man’s voice says.


‘Right, you better empty your pockets quick. And we’ll be taking whatever’s in that coach too. Come on, help them remove their stuff,’ someone who sounds like their leader says. It’s a female voice.


This isn’t good. We should just give them what they want. From what I’ve heard, the highwaymen patrolling the A7 are real savages, given to bludgeoning, mauling, stabbing, scalping, impaling, and all sorts of unsavoury stuff. And if the leader’s a woman, then it could only be Dirty Davina, the most notorious of the lot. Cruel fucker, who likes torturing her victims in the medieval style, so I’ve heard. Like, she apparently sucked the eyeballs out of one guy’s head and left him to wander the countryside blind. ‘Davina’s kiss’, they called it – I’ll take the Glasgow kiss over that any given Sunday. There’s a bounty on her head and all. But I thought she worked way out near the Borders. This is one of the rare moments in my life I find myself wishing the cops were here. There’ve been reports of cannibalism by her gang too . . . I really hope that was made up.


There’s an awful quiet outside.


Someone tries to open the carriage door. They rattle it roughly and then tap on the window. ‘Open up!’ I grab my dagger tightly, ready to stab whoever comes in. One of the horses neighs.


‘I don’t think you understand the situation you’re in. Shall we teach them a lesson, lads?’ Dirty Davina says.


‘We’re trying to be reasonable, guv,’ another replies. ‘Maybe the big fella in the greatcoat can talk sense to his master. We’re all working men here, after all.’


‘No skin off my nose,’ Briggs replies nonchalantly. He has that ex-military stoicism which can be intimidating to most, but probably means nothing to the highwaymen.


‘Look at Mr Posh Twat taking out his pocket watch as if we’re wasting his time,’ says Dirty Davina. ‘That’s enough of that. Get ’em, lads!’


A disconcerting stillness follows, punctuated by boots walking towards a certain point. I’m proper bricking it now. No use playing cool when there’s bampots ready to bash your noggin in. I feel the build-up of immense pressure, kinda like the weather changing. Then there’s a terrible sound, like a drum beat perforating my entire being.


‘What’s he doing, guv?’


‘I don’t care, smash his brains in,’ Davina orders.


The earth rumbles underneath the carriage. I sense an almighty entropic shift, as if the world is bending beneath the marching boots of an awesome army. And then it comes, the most horrendous cracking noise, like all the demons in hell chattering. I double over in my seat and cover my ears from this drilling, but I can’t stop it coming through. My eardrums are going to burst.


Panicked voices coming from outside the carriage intermingle with the horrific sound.


The pressure builds up and I fall to my side in the seat, foetal-like.


The sound intensifies.


The horses stomp and snort like they might bolt.


And then the screams start. Terror. I’ve never heard anyone cry out like this.


‘It’s eating me!’


‘Please help—’


‘God, no, no, no, no.’


‘It’s inside me. Arrrrrrrrrrrrgh.’


‘We’re so-so-sorry.’


Their desperate pleas chill me to the bone. I find I’m trembling, goosebumps prickling up all over my skin. Sickening noises come through, like slabs of meat being torn apart. And still the horrible chattering continues, as if some incredible beast with multiple rows of teeth is setting upon them.


Then it all goes quiet again.


Very quiet.


I don’t know which is more dreadful, but it doesn’t last long before there’s pitiful whimpering.


‘Puh-puh-please. Not like this,’ Dirty Davina begs, her voice quivering pathetically. Sounds to me like she’s the last one standing.


‘These are the king’s motorways. It is he who guarantees safe passage,’ Lord Samarasinghe says.


‘I beg you.’


‘I am not finished,’ he replies harshly. Then more evenly, ‘Madam, you have breached the king’s peace. Or shall I address you as Queen of the Scotch? Answer me.’


‘No, I’m no queen, sir. Please.’ She’s crying. ‘We’re just hungry. There’s no honest work to be had anywhere.’


‘Be that as it may, madam, you have challenged your sovereign, instead of seeking his mercy in the poorhouses provided for you. You’ve pitted your might against his divine right and struck the first cowardly blow. And so you will bear the brunt of his wrath. For only then can you, and any other brigands operating under the cover of darkness, understand that the king’s laws are not a trifling inconvenience. It is your lot only to obey, and your life from birth till now, every second, every breath, has been the fruit of his kindness. Now you will learn the strength of his arm, the selfsame arm that cradled you from the instant of your conception.’


There’s a shrill scream which threatens to shatter the windows on the carriage doors, accompanied by the sounds of many bones breaking, and then a body flopping to the ground.


Fuck me.


I cup my mouth with my hand and rise up to sit back in my seat. My ticker’s pounding away like it’s gonna burst out of my chest.


‘I’ll clear the log, milord. But first, let me escort you back to your carriage. It’s nippy tonight, wouldn’t want you to catch a cold,’ says Briggs.


‘You’re very kind,’ Lord Samarasinghe replies. ‘I hope these criminals didn’t startle your horses too badly.’


‘My horses are good enough for the cavalry. Nothing scares them.’


I’ve still got my mouth cupped as their footsteps draw nearer to the coach, and I nearly jump out of my skin when the door’s opened. Lord Samarasinghe steps up and into the carriage, rocking it a little as he does. He deposits himself on the seat opposite me, just as Briggs shuts the door. There’re specks of blood on the golden embroidery of his uniform, almost like he was some sort of painter. The normally silver head of his cane is glowing red hot, so he’s holding it by the wood instead.


I battle my nerves not to flinch when he turns his attention to me.


‘My friend the Duke of Somerset throws the most impressive masquerade balls in the world. Have you ever been to one of those, Ropa?’


I shake my head ’cause I can’t speak right now.


‘Pity, I think you’d love it. It’s only just occurred to me that he’s having one tonight at Bradley House and I neglected to send my apologies. He has a fine estate. I will take you there one day . . .’


He’s going on and on about the delights of aristocratic life, but I can’t take any of it in. His voice and demeanour are too casual, a stark counterpoint to what I just heard happening outside. When he smiles, the carriage lights up, and it’s a genuine smile too – I can see that by the creases at the corners of his eyes.


Briggs finally returns to the carriage. He cracks his whip and the coach lurches forward. After we’ve travelled for a while, a safe distance from the scene, the curtains retract by themselves. I see the clouds have broken, revealing the full moon smiling down.


Lord Samarasinghe is in a boisterous mood by the time we near our destination, out in the sticks near the old mining town of Gorebridge and the River South Esk. The town’s become like something out of Zola’s Germinal. The coal’s running out now, meaning there’s less work to be had. The air’s fresher here than the reek of Edinburgh I’m used to, and neat hedges border the narrow lane we trundle along. Fallow fields lie within them, as do power lines which follow the line of the road. Briggs has been working his charges hard to make up for lost time, but the coach now moves much slower.


We pass a cottage on the left, a few lights shining through the windows. There’s a healthy woodland with Scots pine, beech, hazel and ash. Under the bright moonlight it all looks so serene. I totally get why the super-rich prefer to have their estates out here. They’ve left the decay of the cities to the likes of . . .


I’m still nervous. Lord Samarasinghe arranged this gig for me out here. One that pays handsome like the frontman of a boy band. But it’s going to be a test for me, as he said. All things working out as they should, once Lord S is done with his business in Scotland, we’ll be moving down south with him. Reminds me, I still ain’t asked Gran whether she wants to go. Don’t be silly, she can’t say no. And what’ll Izwi think about it, since she’s at boarding school all the way up in Aberdeen? There’ve been better opportunities for Scots down in England since way back when. We can’t afford to mess this up, not when we’re so close.


Can’t wait for the day I get off this hamster wheel.


Somewhere in the night an owl hoots. A bit of drystone wall flickers past, running along the side of the road.


‘This family we are visiting asked for you specifically,’ Lord Samarasinghe says.


‘Did they?’


‘I found it somewhat satisfying that, since you’re no longer in the employ of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers, they had to come to me.’ His dark eyes twinkle with delight.


That’s the thing about Lord S. He’s thrilled to have one over on the Society, since I used to be intern to the secretary, Sir Ian Callander. I get the feeling he likes to parade me around as a trophy he stole from them. For a serious man he does play trivial games, toying with people. There’s something feline about his personality, like the tiger on the head of his cane.


We follow a formidable stone wall until Briggs makes a right turn and the coach draws to a halt. I can’t see what’s up ahead. That’s the weird thing about being a coach passenger – you can only see what’s beside you. It might suit rich folks who don’t have to care about much, but I like to know what’s ahead, just in case.


‘What’s your business with Arniston House this late at night?’ a guard asks.


‘The Sorcerer Royal’s paying you a visit,’ Briggs replies.


‘I wasn’t told nothing about that.’


‘Open the gate,’ Briggs commands.


There’s some hesitation until squeaky hinges announce the guard’s compliance. Soon we’re moving down a road lined by gigantic old lime trees standing like a guard of honour. When the carriage stops at last, Briggs opens the door.


‘Youth before beauty,’ Lord Samarasinghe says with a chuckle, gesturing I get out first.


I grab my backpack and exit the coach, then stand on the tar. My joints are achy. Horse-drawn carriages ain’t too comfy, especially with the state of our roads. But now I’m outside, I notice a mist hovering over the ground. It wasn’t there at the gate, I’m certain, but it seems to be hugging the massive mansion in front of me. It’s an imposing Palladian-style building, with its straight lines and neoclassical vibe that was all the rage back when. Can’t help but think of the tiny caravan I live in. There are a handful of lights on inside the first floor. The rest of the house is cloaked in darkness. I imagine our cara is much cosier anyways.


A thirty-somethingish man in a bulky, black fur coat stands at the top of the perron steps leading to the entrance. Must have slaughtered a fair few rabbits to create that. Suddenly makes me feel nippy in my hand-me-down. He has bushy eyebrows and thick curly hair matching his coat. There’s a casual sophistication about his pose and he’s very still, regarding me with haughty airs. But that changes to a more respectful demeanour when Lord Samarasinghe joins me.


The man descends the steps slowly and gracefully, almost as though he’s gliding down them. He looks and moves like a model.


‘My Lord Sorcerer, you do us a great honour by coming here,’ the man says, charm oozing from his voice. ‘Arniston House welcomes you.’ He makes a slight bow.


‘Viscount Mieville, it is a pleasure to finally come to your seat,’ Lord Samarasinghe replies.


‘I would show you in, but the matter for which I requested your aid is rather dire, and I would beg you to indulge me with haste.’


‘Indeed, Scottish magic must be in a sorry state if, as it seems, you don’t have qualified practitioners to deal with this sort of thing.’


The viscount casts down his gaze, embarrassed. He gestures for us to start walking. I follow behind him and Samarasinghe, while Briggs remains, tending to his horses. I catch the impression of Mieville’s magic – it’s something guarded, like a mask hidden behind silk, oud perfume in shifting clouds, all things to all people all the time. You can’t help but be drawn to him, in the way beautiful people usually bend the light towards themselves.


We walk around the mansion, heading down a path which leads to the woods. We’re in the shadow of the building cast by the brilliant moonlight. Somehow things feel even spookier still. I struggle to find my element when I’m outside of Edinburgh. Lately, my confidence’s been shot a wee bit.


Mieville opens the palm of his hand and casts an orb of clear red fire to guide us through the dark. It hovers a little distance ahead, as stunning as the faded setting sun yet still illuminating enough.


‘The problem we have is that over the past hundred years or so Scottish magic has neglected the extranatural. There were heady days of progress in the nineteenth century, but then it became caught up in the shenanigans of the table-rappers and unscrupulous spiritualists who were all the rage then. There were some unsavoury scandals involving members of the Society delving into the esoteric. And as scientific magic made great strides, our best minds turned to that instead, leaving our study of the extranatural to wither. This continues to be the case today. So we’re forced to turn to more primitive practitioners.’ Mieville glances at me over his shoulder. ‘I apologize. Perhaps my phrasing was somewhat indelicate.’


I keep schtum and focus on silently practising my shanti. I’m already well aware ghostalking isn’t considered real magic by the toffee-nosed. Recently picked up from the Library the book The Theatre of Power by Bryson Blackwood, a minor magician who rose to become Secretary of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers in the mid-twentieth century. Blackwood’s first chapter, ‘Everything is Performance’, advises that you watch your mouth. ‘As magicians we should understand that words have great power. Like when casting a spell, only speak when you are certain of the impact of your words, especially with your betters. Saying little gives away little.’ He must have understood something about dealing with these aristo types. Their barbed comments coated in honey, the small traps they set in the most banal of conversations. It’s exhausting stepping through this minefield. I had to quit my role as Sir Ian Callander’s intern ’cause of that kind of malarkey, and then I might’ve been a wee bit more unguarded with my words. I won’t make the same mistake again. Twice shy. Blackwood warns against trying too hard to get noticed or prove you’re smart, ’cause it only ends up making you look like a knob. Not that I’m trying to impress the viscount; only Lord Samarasinghe’s opinion matters to me. I’m done with Scottish practitioners. Will be gritting my teeth to sawdust just to get through this gig.


Mieville leads us to a cottage in the woods. Stone. A picture of Victorian prosperity, and from a time when they built with an eye to eternity. It must usually be peaceful out here on this estate, located as it is in the heart of woodland, surrounded on all sides by tall conifers. It’s pretty dark out here, though, despite the viscount’s orb, and I sense a powerful presence. Normally ghosts feel like the subtle notes beneath the melody of a song. You’d have to pay attention to know they’re there at all. This one feels like an almighty bassline – not something I’ve felt before. The landlord raps on the door and it’s soon opened a fraction by a timid-looking old man in pyjamas and a nightcap. He’s hunched and servile, regarding Mieville as a deity. Curiously, he holds up an Arabian-style oil lamp to illuminate the night.


‘My lord, how may I serve you?’ he asks, like this was the nineteenth century.


‘We are here for your grand-niece.’


The servant opens the door fully and allows us inside. It’s cold in the building, despite the dying embers of a fire still glowing in the fireplace. The furnishings look like cast-offs – a sofa with ripped upholstery, stuffing showing. There’s a dining chair with a broken leg lying in one corner of the room. And the place has a peculiar odour to it, as often happens to family homes which take on a particular fragrance over time, which the inhabitants don’t notice.


We’re joined by a middle-aged woman with a white woollen bonnet on her head and a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. She curtseys and keeps her eyes cast to the ground.


‘This is my brother’s daughter, Una. She’s the girl’s mother,’ the man says to Lord S and me.


‘Wilfred here has been a loyal member of our family’s staff since he was a lad, just like his father and his grandfather before him. And in that grand tradition, Una works in our kitchen. She makes the finest Cullen Skink in the country. I’ll have you try it sometime. They have served us well, which is why I cannot stand for them to endure distress such as has brought us here tonight.’ Mieville is the kind patriarch to his servants, it seems. In this age that’s not a bad thing at all, I reckon. He turns back to Wilfred. ‘And do you know who I’ve brought to help you with this bother?’


When the rich do you a favour, everyone has to know about it. Wilfred holds his lamp with both hands and inclines his head in a show of gratitude. Tears are already welling up in his eyes.


‘The Sorcerer Royal himself, all the way from London,’ Mieville announces.


‘Bless you, sir, bless you.’ Wilfred bows several times.


‘No need for that, please,’ Lord Samarasinghe says, waving his arm. ‘I’m not doing anything. I’ve merely facilitated one of Scotland’s finest practitioners in the supernatural coming to your aid, as requested.’


Wilfred looks confused. Una even more so as she regards me suspiciously. But if they harbour any reservations, they keep them to themselves.


‘Show us to the girl,’ Mieville says.


‘Right this way, my lord,’ Wilfred replies, leading us into a dark corridor. The lamplight casts strange shadows on the wall, flickering erratically.


The bassline I felt outside triples in volume as we walk in single file, me sandwiched between the two lords, as if there’s no escape from what’s to come. I battle not to reach for my dagger, senses going wild right now like I’m Matt Murdoch. The only thing helping me keep things together is the ashwagandha I’ve been prescribed by my shrink at Our Lady, alongside my breathing exercises, which I practise subtly so no one will notice. Can’t afford to have a panic attack in front of my patron. Since I’ve been on the Indian herb, it’s helped me a lot. Priya says it lowers the amount of cortisol flowing through my bloodstream. Makes me calmer and a hell of a lot less anxious.


Something scurries past in the dimness, making Mieville leap.


‘Bloody rats,’ he says.


‘Apologies,’ Wilfred says, stopping in front of a door and taking out a key from his side pocket. He slides it into the lock, then tries it a couple of times without success. I notice his hands are shaking, making the shadows on the walls tremble. The poor man’s terrified by the looks of things.


When he finally gets the door open, a strange fog flows out, carrying with it the miasma of stale, rotting things which reminds me of the everyThere. Wilfred hesitates, glancing at his master before summoning the courage to enter the room. Even the viscount appears wary at the threshold. I turn to look at Lord Samarasinghe but can’t see his expression in the dim light. I’m kicking myself I didn’t ask for more details on what I was signing up for. All I knew was it’d be a test of my ghostalking skills. And normally those jobs are about delivering messages between the living and the dead, so I just thought it’d be something similar.


It’s ultra Baltic in the bedroom. The cottage is cold, but it’s freezing right here. Our breath fogs, mingling with the miasma already in the air. The bedroom’s a decent size. A rocking chair with a doll sits near the window, and there’s a blanket box at the foot of the bed in the centre of the far wall. Someone very slight is in the bed, covered head to toe by a throw blanket, as though it were some kind of shroud.


‘How interesting,’ Lord Samarasinghe says with a quizzical smile on his face.


The figure under the throw sits up with such unbelievable speed and force the blanket is flung off, as though driven by gale force winds. Wilfred leaps back, crossing himself. But the throw then suddenly stops mid-flight, hovering in the air. Lord Samarasinghe waves his hand, annoyed, and it drops to the floor.


‘Theatrics,’ he says disdainfully.


‘I think we should be careful,’ I say. ‘No taunting.’


He rolls his eyes as though I’m being ridiculous, but says nothing more. Thank goodness for that. Thin line between confidence and hubris.


The girl in the bed looks to be in her early twenties. Naked. Her skin’s covered with horrible lesions, some of which seem infected, dripping pus. These scratches are in crossed-out lines, like someone’s carved the tally method on her skin. She has her eyes closed and her long blonde hair floats unnaturally in the air, independent of gravity. Something else about her face bothers me.


‘What’s her name?’ I ask.


Una comes into the room and begins to cry before anyone can reply.


‘Get out of here,’ I order the mother. She retreats outside the door, but remains in the corridor looking in. It’s important in these kinds of situations to exude authority . . . At least that’s what I think. No doubt can show. What would Gran have done?


‘Sophie,’ the girl’s grand-uncle volunteers.


‘How long has she been like this?’ I ask.


‘A week.’


‘Ten days,’ Una interjects.


‘Sophie, can you hear me?’ I say, testing the waters.


There’s no response. She has her eyes closed still. Doesn’t even look like she’s conscious at all, more like a corpse come back to life. The only evidence of Sophie still being of this world are the wisps of fog leaving her mouth at irregular intervals, like she’s forgetting to breathe at times.


‘Do you see it?’ I ask Lord Samarasinghe.


‘See what?’ Mieville replies, as though the question were meant for him.


The Sorcerer Royal gives me a look, but doesn’t deign to answer my question.


It’s what’s around the girl that bothers me the most. A grey shadow clinging to her, boring down to the seat of her soul. Whatever its true form is, it’s inside her. Even as her eyelids are closed, I see a second pair of black eyes looking out at me. The gaze repulses me, making me nauseous at how unnatural it is.


Gran told me about such things. But even when she was training me, when I followed her from place to place as she helped folks deal with poltergeists, not once did we encounter anything quite like this. I wish she was here now; she’d know what to do.










III


There are different types of ghosts. Fundamentally the same, but occupying different ecological niches, like Darwin’s finches. With ghosts what differs is the way in which they manifest in our realm. The newbies are formless, as it takes a while for them to master the art of reforming their souls into something resembling the body they once occupied. Gran told me spirits don’t have to do this, but the ones which fail to move on, and stay in the everyThere, are still so attached to this life that they can’t help it. And the form they eventually take is pretty much the same as an adult wearing their old high school uniform. Creepy and a bit weird. These ghosts can’t do much except hang about. They haven’t yet learnt how to negate the pull of the everyThere, so they can only manifest for brief periods. So far, so good.


The next step up are the lingerers. Annoying buggers which can manifest so ordinary folks who have something of the gift can see them too, however briefly – maybe just as a shadow in the corner of their eye. That kind of thing. These tend to be a bit mischievous, though they’re limited to only appearing at the place they died. You could have a thousand or more folks wandering about the same area at the same time, and only one or two of them would catch a glimpse of these lingerers.


Then you have the poltergeists. Them ones bring in the spondoolies for folks labouring in the extranatural trade, like I used to – a great little earner. ’Cause everyone’s so desperate to get rid of them. Usually, they are tied to a house – intimate spaces where they torment and intimidate the residents for kicks and general maliciousness. These ghosts have mastered the art of touching the material world. They can’t touch you, much less harm you, unless you consent to it. The human body is the most resistant thing there is to magic, ’cause it’s a vessel of will. But the poltergeists will still drive you nuts stomping around the hallways at night, turning lights on and off, knocking and rattling, maybe even opening and shutting doors and windows, or doing the odd tugging of sheets while you’re sleeping. I’ve cast a couple of these sorts back from whence they came by bargaining, or using my Authority. This is our world, not theirs.


The category the ghost in this room belongs to is the most heinous of the lot. Rarer than unicorn testicle soup. Most often, cases ascribed to them end up being simply a wee touch of schizophrenia in the supposed victim, or some other mental health condition. Very rarely does anyone from the other world genuinely acquire the ability to hijack a person. These ghosts are possessors. They are able, by suggestion or guile, to take over the body of someone else, someone living. Of all the transgressions the departed may engage in, these are the most egregious according to Gran. That’s why I’m wishing she was here to deal with this herself. Most of what I do today, I learnt by seeing her do it first, though I never got to see her exorcise a possessor. Shona magic doesn’t come as simply as Scottish magic, which you can read in a book and DIY, if you have the aptitude. The chivanhu craft is passed down by presence, voice and demonstration. I’ve had the two former, but not the crucial last piece in the jigsaw.


This will be like doing open heart surgery without ever having handled a cadaver, a scalpel, or even been in theatre before. As far as tests go, this sucks and I have a good mind to tell the Sorcerer Royal that.


I really shouldn’t be doing this.


Turn and leave this place, Ropa.


‘Are you ready, ghostalker?’ Viscount Mieville asks.


‘GGhhoossttaallkkeerr,’ the ghost within Sophie echoes, using her mouth as a puppeteer pulls the strings of his toy.


Gran also told me that the longer these types of possessions go on, the more damaged the psyche of the victim becomes. Even if it’s sorted later, they’ll be all messed up. There’s the rock. But if you attempt to excise the ghost and fail, it becomes even more deeply entrenched, so you end up making the problem worse. That’s the hard place. And the worst-case scenario is you spook the ghost and end up excising both it and the victim’s soul, in which case they die. That’s the pit beneath your flailing feet when you’re stuck between the rock and the hard place.


Decisions, decisions.


‘WWee ssee yyoouu.’ Sophie’s words are hissed out, as though passing through a viper’s jaws. ‘TThhiiss bbooddyy iiss oouurrss. II ssnnuucckk iinn wwhhiillee nnoo oonnee wwaass wwaattcchhiinngg.’


‘What gives you the right?’ Screw this. I’m pissed off at the violation. I can’t just leave it.


‘TThhee TTaallll MMaann.’


The words strike me like a blow. My mind must be playing tricks on me ’cause the young woman in the bed resembles . . . no, it can’t be, that’s impossible. Been yonks since I last heard that name, and it’s not one I much wanted to encounter again. What’s going on here? Fuck it. We’re in for a penny now. I unsling my backpack from my shoulders, bringing it in front of me, and open the zipper. I take out my mbira and toss the bag on the floor behind me.


Sophie, or whoever’s inside of her, bares her teeth.


Snarl all you like, bitch.


Normally I use my mbira to synchronize the harmonics, enabling me to speak with visitors from the other side. Otherwise, all that comes out is gibberish, booga-woogaring, that kinda thing. But we can all hear this ghost, ’cause it’s using a host who’s tethered to this realm. Sophie’s still in there somewhere, pressed down, squashed at the back, forced to watch in horror like a madzikirira, the nightmares of sleep paralysis.


‘You le-leave her alone now,’ Mieville says, but there’s hesitancy in his voice.


‘WWoorrmm.’


‘I need you all to be very quiet,’ I say. ‘No one addresses it but me.’


‘DDiiee. YYoouu aarree oonnee ooff uuss,’ it hisses, ‘aallrreeaaddyy.’


Gran warned me they are quick to threaten you. And it doesn’t get any bigger than death threats. Anything they can do to shake you, they will – to make you forget the rights you hold in this realm. A power forbidden to them.


‘Tell me your name,’ I say. Don’t ask them anything. Command.


‘TThhee NNeeww OOllyymmppuuss ssiittss aattoopp EEddiinnbbuurrgghh’ss SShhaammee.’


Don’t let them distract you.


‘I command you to tell me your name.’


Sophie hisses, covering her ears, swaying her head side to side. I walk towards the bed, but quickly duck as the retro wind-up alarm clock on the bedside cabinet flies at my head. It hits the wall and the alarm starts ringing, even though it’s broken and the gears are scattered all over the floor. The little hammer goes nuts on the bells.


I’m hit by a wave of revulsion.


The eyes within Sophie follow my every movement. And behind us the door slams shut.


‘This is not good,’ Mieville says. ‘That spirit isn’t supposed to be here.’


‘Shut up already,’ I reply.


‘You can’t tell me what to—’


‘She can,’ Lord Samarasinghe says with a hint of annoyance. ‘Go ahead, Ropa.’


Okay, concentrate.


‘We can do this the easy way or the hard way,’ I tell the violator.
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