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Principal Magical Institutions




Calton Hill Library, incorporating the former Library of the Dead: Destroyed by Sir Ian Callander after he was defeated by Henry Dundas, these were Scotland’s premier magical libraries, both located under Calton Hill in Edinburgh’s city centre. Together, they housed an impressive collection of magical texts and books. There was an entrance by the pillars of the National Monument of Scotland, on the summit of the hill. A second entrance was located at David Hume’s mausoleum in the Old Calton Burial Ground.


League of Esoteric Philosophers: The original independent body of Glaswegian magicians that was later absorbed into the Society of Sceptical Enquirers during the nineteenth century at the insistence of Queen Victoria.


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 in Edinburgh, demolished in a clean-up operation for the king’s visit. It was the home of one of the city’s most powerful gangs, known as the Clan, and local residents hope to see a reduction in the levels of crime.


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.


Melville Castle: This gothic castle located near the town of Dalkeith was designed for Henry Dundas, the First Viscount Melville, by James Playfair in the eighteenth century.


Dunvegan Castle: The ancestral home of the chiefs of the Clan MacLeod, built in the thirteenth century. Located on the Isle of Skye, it is the traditional venue of the biennial conference of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


The Isle of Iona: A sacred island in the Inner Hebrides off the west coast of Scotland. It is considered the birthplace of Scottish Christianity.


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.


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.


Land of the Tall Grass (The): One of the Realms Beyond, normally inaccessible spaces in the astral plane. It is the paradise where the souls of the Shona people’s ancestors reside. Theological debates as to whether it is open to other groups remain unresolved.


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





Principal Characters




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


Callander, Ian (Sir): Deceased Secretary of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. Mentor to Ropa Moyo. Fell defending Calton Hill from the Dundas Cult.


Checkland, Morven (Dr): Consultant Psychomagician at Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments.


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.


Dundas, Henry: The First Viscount Melville and de facto head 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.


Kapoor, Ranjeeta: Priyanka Kapoor’s mother.


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


Lovell, Theodosia: Matriarch of the Travelling Folk and an old friend of Melsie Mhondoro.


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


MacKenzie, Bloody (Sir George): This seventeenth-century Lord Advocate was notorious for haunting Edinburgh’s Greyfriars Kirkyard and meddling with mortal affairs until his ghost was exorcised to the Other Place by Ropa Moyo.


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 ex-best friend. Member of the Dundas Cult.


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 deceased grandmother.


Moyo, Izwi: Ropa Moyo’s precocious younger sister and a pupil at the Aberdeen School of Magic and Esoterica.


Moyo, Ropa: A teenage ghostalker from HMS Hermiston in the south-west of Edinburgh. Informally trained, she was, for a time, mentored by both Sir Ian Callander and Lord Samarasinghe but failed to gain a formal position in either Scottish or English magic.


Moyo, Makomborero: Ropa Moyo’s deceased father.


River: Ropa Moyo’s faithful vulpine companion.


Rooster Rob/Red Rob: Leader of the notorious street gang called the Clan. He governed 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 and widower of 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
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Oh well, I guess I’m dead now. This sucks. Like, I never got to vote or travel outwith Scotland, or try out the new atomic fizzbomb at Decadent Delights in Morningside. I suppose it’s my own fault since I went roughing and tumbling with the big boys. Let no one say I didn’t take no responsibility for my own cockups. Still, death is the sort of thing that’s supposed to happen to other people, you know? I thought I had main character vibes. Knapf.


Okay, chill, Ropa. Let’s figure this thing out.


Bollocks to that. What am I supposed to do with my life now I got cast out into the Other Place? Ahura Mazda, cut me some slack right now. It’s so fucking weird here. Back when I used to go astral projecting, I was entangled with my physical body so I felt like me, prancing about the everyThere, taking names and kicking . . . Now, I’m worse than numb. There’s a cold deep inside me as if I’m in a meat locker. And I feel something like hunger in my belly. Not starving-starving, but that low-key emptiness that gnaws at you around teatime.


Come on, this is so unfair. I can’t even form myself properly. My hands look like dehydrated husks and thank goodness there’s no mirrors here ’cause I don’t even want to see what my face looks like.


I don’t like being deceased.


Used to be, I was a ghostalker, delivering messages between the living and the dead. I sure could use someone with them skills right now. I need to get word out to my little sister Izwi and my mate Priya.


But is this how I’m supposed to spend my afterlife? With my dad and this nutjob MacKenzie . . . Yeah, eternity’s going to last a looong time.


‘After everything I did to give you the gift of life, you wind up here of all places?’ my father says with a snort.


‘This lassie is the embodiment of foolishness,’ Bloody MacKenzie replies, stoking the fire in the cave where we’ve been hiding out. ‘I tried to warn her once.’


How long have I been in this bleak place? I’ve lost track of time. Everything feels like an eternal instant. This realm is unlike anywhere I’ve been in the astral plane. All black. Jagged rocks. An endless, formless desert of slag and mountain. Even the clouds in the sky take on a charcoal hue, and outside the cave a hailstorm of polished agate rains down. It sounds like a rattle, the ominous hiss of eternal damnation. There’s no sunshine either, but a constant ultraviolet light permeates the atmosphere.


It was MacKenzie, looking like his former self, an old-school lawyer, complete with wig, who found me in the wilderness, after I dropped from the sky. One minute I was battling baddies, the next I was sucked into this almighty vortex which dumped me here like a bad ex. Talk about karmic justice. I never truly understood what I meant when I threatened the wayward souls of the deceased with banishment to the Other Place, back when I was ghostalkering. Nothing can justify sending anyone here for eternity. Tentacled creatures, the likes of which I’ve never seen, lurk in the desolate plains of this world. They screech as though they’re in everlasting pain and looking to take it out on anyone else. The voykor, the guardians of the everyThere, look like Shetland ponies compared to these Cthulhu sons of bitches. One of them spotted me as soon as I landed. Were it not for Bloody MacKenzie, I’d have been devoured. Soul death is the final end. There’s no coming back from that. Your essence is absorbed and taken by another. You cease to be a part of the infinite.


Black lightning cracks in the sky above and thunder roars.


Oblivion might seem like a better option from where I’m standing, though.


MacKenzie was pleased to see me, no doubt a bit of Schadenfreude since I’m the one responsible for casting him out here, back when he was running a dodgy outfit called the Monks of the Misty Order on good old Earth. But why did he save me? Seems like in the time he’s been out here, he’s been working on some scheme with my dad. The two of them hidden out in this cave, cooking something up. Turns out my dad found MacKenzie when he dropped in and saved him from those ancient things, so maybe he was returning a favour. But everyone’s got an angle, especially in a place like this.


My father can’t take his eyes off me. It’s strange being in his presence ’cause my memories of him are mainly from old photographs. The form he takes now seems professorial, a gloomy man, seven feet tall and clothed in darkness. An outfit that accentuates the bleakness of world we find ourselves in. I take it as a sign of his arrogance to care so much about his appearance.


‘How did you end up here?’ Makomborero Moyo asks.


Bad luck. Glaikitness. A dash of hubris. All of the above. I don’t know what to tell him.


‘I always wondered what it would be like to see you again,’ I say. ‘My whole life, I wished you were there for me. It was hard not having my parents.’ I have much more locked up inside me, but I can’t find the right words.


My father turns and grimaces as though I’ve struck him. The man has not come near me since MacKenzie brought me here. It’s as if he’s disgusted or maybe even feart of me. Our reunion hasn’t been warm, but maybe that’s what this place does to you. The struggle to survive oblivion has taken its toll. On the way to the cave, MacKenzie told me new souls don’t last long without help. Every so often we hear the heart-wrenching screams of someone new being devoured. It is so dreadful. Utterly.


‘You have no idea the price I paid for giving you life,’ my father says.


‘What am I supposed to do – say thanks? It’s been a crappy life, man.’


‘Moyo, don’t be sentimental now. Not when we’ve come so far. We can always come back for the girl later,’ MacKenzie says.


‘I am talking to my daughter,’ my father replies. ‘Leave us.’


MacKenzie opens his mouth, but a devious look comes over him. He steps back, bows slightly and walks through a narrow opening at the back of the cave. I’m left alone with my father and we spend some time sizing each other up. There’s an air of inner turmoil about him. The way he purses his lips and tries not to give anything away. It’s easy to tell he’s not at all happy to see me here, and in this timeless place, the emotion might as well be tattooed onto my soul. The pebble rain outside intensifies and now sounds like a roar. A few stray rocks tumble into our cave.


We’re on a mountain overlooking the peaks of the Other Place. It’s kind of like being on the summit of Mount Everest, but without the snow – only the all-pervading blackness of this place.


I should have fought harder for my life. Been in a few scraps and all, and came out tops in most of them. But this time I was met by an opponent far superior to any I’d encountered before and I got my arse handed to me, with a tip added to my thrashing for good measure. Maybe my slice of eternity here is going to be spent ruminating on what could have been. Missing the still-living sister and the dead grandmother I’ll never ever see again. If only . . . Nah. Maybe we deados have our own five stages of grief to go through. I’m still in the denial stage. But Makomborero Moyo’s been here for yonkers now. This could be a blessing, he’s not alone anymore. It’s now him, me and the fine Scotsman that is Sir George MacKenzie.


He gestures to some rocks near the fire and we sit opposite one another. There is something grasped in his right hand. The flames burn off a fuel that resembles coal; there’s not a tree to be seen anywhere. They are so weak I can barely feel a thing. I’m just so cold. I put my hands over them, still I can’t feel any warmth. Then I pass my hands through. They don’t even burn.


‘It’s just an illusion to fool your mind; the cold embrace of death never leaves you in this realm. Those flames remind me of a warm hearth back in Edinburgh. You don’t know how long I spent trying to perfect that spell.’


‘But how is magic even possible here?’


‘It’s everywhere, in every realm. Some places, it’s harder than others. You just have to learn how to do it. As far as I know, I’m the first to manage it here. Even then, my powers are nowhere near what they were on Earth. It’s all very taxing, but I’ve been studying this place. There are rules in every plane, physics reigns in the material world, eternal damnation here. No matter where you are, if you apply yourself, poke and prod, then you will find gaps in the fabric of the system. Then you can focus your will to bending and breaking the laws that govern the realm.’


‘I wish Gran was here, she’d know what to do,’ I say.


My father leaps up and rushes towards me. He grabs me and lifts me off the rock before shaking me. Something burning hot, the thing he’s holding in his hand, sears me. I yell out and he drops me. Then he staggers back, shame on his face, the flash of anger melting away. His mouth twists into an agonized smile. There’s pain in his eyes as if he’s recalling something ghastly. I’m stunned, but I get up again and walk towards him. He shrinks from me.


‘My own daughter. You really did a number on me, Melsie Mhondoro,’ he whispers. ‘Bravo.’ He looks up and claps his hands.


‘What’s up between you and Gran?’


‘She’s the reason I’m here.’


‘That’s not true. Gran loved you and Mum. She always said you were the son she never had.’


‘She’s a fantastic liar.’ He scoffs. ‘Izwi too?’


The rain is easing off outside and the rocks patter down, much quieter. My father walks to the mouth of the cave. He stares out into the vast desolate waste. I’ve seen despair before, but nothing like what’s in front of me now. Seems like my father didn’t get on with his mother-in-law. Nothing too unusual about that, but his reaction was so visceral. Maybe he’s spent too much time down here. But I need him to know Gran was a good person. That she did right by me and Izwi, and her love was generous like the summer rain, and with her wisdom she taught us what we know. We had a good life in our little caravan. And so I tell him all about it. Maybe I can help soothe whatever bitterness is in his heart. Sometimes ghosts get stuck and hung up about things that happened in the past. It could be big stuff or trivial things. That’s why some of them refuse to move on. If my father had lingered in the everyThere – the realm of the dead attached to Earth – there’s a chance I might have met him and helped out. Eased his passing to the Land of the Tall Grass, which would have been better than being here. Gran told me my father loved pancakes, and I let Dad know that on Sundays when I was little she would make some with me. And when the other kids in school were mean because my parents were dead, she told me they would always be alive through me and Izwi. I tell him she kept a few photos and had nothing bad to say about him.


‘Gran once told me that you used to throw me up twenty feet high and catch me when I was little.’


‘She lied – I never spent enough time with you. I was too busy working in my lab. If you didn’t notice it’s because you were too young,’ he mutters. ‘I thought we had more time. All my efforts were focused on creating the perfect family. I spent so long chasing things that I forgot to live. I have many regrets, but making you isn’t one of them.’


‘You sound like I was created in a factory.’ I laugh, and he almost laughs with me. Then he gets all serious and tells me that he was taken from us by some cruel people before we could be the family he wanted us to be.


I’ve been told he could be a little ‘odd’. Maybe that explains why he hasn’t hugged me or anything. Ah well, we’ve got all eternity in this hellhole, so there’ll be plenty of time for that. But I also sense his bitterness. There’s something dark about him. The sort of vibe you get from a man with a score to settle.


‘Do you remember the night I died?’ he asks, almost whispering.


‘You had a car crash on the A1 near Berwick. They said you were all alone. I used to have dreams of you flying off the cliffs into the North Sea. No one should be alone when they die.’


‘That’s the story they told you?’


‘Don’t you remember?’


Sometimes ghosts get confused about the circumstances of their passing. You have to help them with this. I guess I can keep on using some of my superduper ghostalker skills while I’m here. Even if the ghost is my own dad. I used to help folks like him find peace and move on. But there’s nowhere else to go from here.


‘I was working on a cure for the fundamental flaw with humanity: our mortality. When Izwi was born there were complications. I was at Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments the night she was due. Your mother was in an awful lot of pain. She was bleeding heavily and the healer attending her – what was his name again? Ah, yes, Cornelius Lethington – was an incompetent imbecile. He botched the whole thing.’


‘I know him.’ I’m embarrassed to add that the consultant healer from Our Lady of Mysterious Ailments has saved my life more than once. How could I hate him now?


‘It was not easy watching your sister born while my wife, the flower of my heart, lost her life. In one hand I held Izwi screaming and in the other I touched Cora’s lifeless body and wept. I couldn’t accept it. But I could bring her back. After all, I saved you, didn’t I?’


‘What are you on about?’


‘I just needed her body. So I left Izwi at the clinic and took you and your mother back home to my lab. It was late at night as we rushed through the empty streets of Edinburgh. There was a way and only I knew how. Years of research . . .’


There’s a bright burning rage mixed in with a dose of Victor Frankenstein’s arrogance as he speaks. But it’s impossible to reanimate a corpse . . . Except of course I was just killed by some mad magician who’d found a way to come back from the dead.


‘You were a part of the Dundas Cult,’ I say, retreating from him.


‘The finest minds in Scottish science had been working on this task for hundreds of years. Some experimented with pre-scientific methods, blood rituals or the use of magical herbs, others tried to create mechanical artefacts, still more sought to invoke divine powers. They all failed, but I stepped on their shoulders. I devised a way. Do you honestly think I wouldn’t use this knowledge to save your mother? We’d been told her body couldn’t handle childbirth, but she wanted a family so badly that nothing could stop her. I pleaded that our love was enough, just the two of us, but she said that our love meant nothing if we couldn’t make it manifest in flesh that was neither her nor me but both of us at once.’


There’s pain written all over his spectral visage. These feelings have been bottled for so long that they fizz out of his mouth as though shaken. My father bows his head and closes his eyes. I’m stood there not quite knowing what to make of the knowledge that me and Izwi were never supposed to be alive in the first place. But we weren’t an accident. They defied medical advice and brought us into the world all the same.


‘Did your experiments involve working with children?’


‘I could have saved her.’ Makomborero Moyo avoids my question. ‘I called Montgomery Wedderburn to assist me. I was in my lab in the basement when I heard the front door open. I was certain it was my dear friend and so I shouted for him to come downstairs.’


Turns out it wasn’t Wedderburn after all. My grandmother Melsie Mhondoro and my future mentor Sir Ian Callander walked into the lab and told him to stop what he was doing immediately. They’d been informed by the folks at the clinic that my father had fled with Mum’s body.


‘I had one chance. They didn’t want me to bring Cora back. We could have been a family; we could have been happy.’ His voice cracks and he slumps against the cave mouth.


I don’t get it. Why would Gran do something like that? If I could bring Mum back, I would in a heartbeat. This doesn’t make sense to me at all.


‘How could Gran do that to her own daughter?’


‘She fed you with lies. Your mother was half-Scottish, half-Zimbabwean, the child of the Kunakas, friends of Melsie Mhondoro. Munashe and Jessica Kunaka were what we wanted to be, a couple married forty years and still very much in love. Unlike Melsie who went through husbands like she was Elizabeth Taylor. She was a woman filled with envy and spite, and she stole you from your rightful family.’


‘You’re lying.’


‘I wish I was.’


My head spins. I’m reeling from these words. How can Gran not be my real grandmother? This is impossible. Not my gran. I know she had secrets, we all do, but never in my wildest imagination could I believe she would do such a thing. She was a sweet, lovely old lady. That said, there’s a whole ’nother side to her that I am only just beginning to uncover – a bit too late it seems. That thing about her being a tool for the bank that broke Britain, her work for the Royal Bank of Scotland that crashed the economy. Young Melsie Mhondoro must have been a nasty piece of work . . .


Everything I knew and believed was a lie. They say you find out the secrets of the universe after you die or some BS like that, but damn.


‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,’ my father says.


Turns out Gran and Callander weren’t messing about. They told Makomborero Moyo they were shutting his lab down and that the results of his experiments would be handed over to the Society of Sceptical Enquirers. But he had everything written down in a code which they couldn’t decipher. He was also not about to let them take his wife. ‘And so they gave me an ultimatum. I refused, of course. Melsie and Callander are both formidable practitioners in their own right, but I held them off.’


The three had started fighting, trading spell for spell down in that basement.


‘But as I gained the upper hand, I heard you coming down the stairs. The noise must have woken you up. I got distracted and that’s when they got me.’


It hits me like a chainsaw, the memory of that day. I was in my pyjamas and carried a little stuffed fox. I stood there by the landing, frozen by fear. And I watched my father fall to the ground. I recall how he looked at me and said, ‘It’s okay. Daddy just had a tumble. It’s o—’ The blood pouring out of his mouth. And then Gran said, ‘Oh, Ian, there’s a baby in the house.’ To which Callander replied, ‘Damn, I thought he left them both at the hospital.’ The next thing I remember was Gran scooping me up and rushing me back up the stairs. Then she sat on the leather Chesterfield armchair with me on her lap. ‘Is my daddy okay?’ I asked. And she rocked me before replying, ‘Hush now, little girl. You are having a terrible dream and when you wake you won’t remember a thing.’


It’s all come back to me now, clear as day. As soon as she said those words, I passed out. The next thing I remember she was in my life, and I’d forgotten everything before that. All I had were the bits and scraps she fed me. My whole life from that day on has been a lie. There’s a bright flash of white light against the dark sky, a new soul falling into this terrible world.


‘I’d hoped if anything happened to me and your mother, then my friend Montgomery would help you. He is your godfather and was very fond of you.’


‘I only met him later, when I was older.’


‘Melsie must have prevented him. If he’d been there with me that night, things would have gone very differently.’ My father weeps without tears falling down his face. There’s nothing in his hungry soul with which to form them.


There’s a loud screeching noise from the valley below. Suddenly my father jerks up all alert. Where there was sorrow, a grave concern now appears on his face. He extinguishes the flames and grabs my hand, throwing us into near darkness. The horrible screeching grows louder. That soul I saw streaking through the sky fell very near where MacKenzie picked me up. That must mean they chose this hiding spot for a reason, but I can’t put my finger on it. Fair enough, it gave a vantage point from which they could see any new entrants coming into this world. But if that’s true, then where is everyone else?


The screeching gets louder still.


‘Ether demons,’ my father says. ‘If there is a God above, he really must hate me. But I make my own fate. Come, Ropa, we must go.’


He rushes me to the back of the cave and through the narrow opening MacKenzie took. It leads us down a passageway that twists and turns, winding like intestines. My father keeps looking behind, feart the ether demons are gaining on us, tentacles reaching out. It seems the one thing astral worlds have in common is guardians who lie in wait, ready to feast on lost souls. He starts running and I’m right behind him. I daren’t look back.


‘I wish we had more time,’ he says.


‘We’ll make it,’ I reply. It’s the right thing to say, but truthfully, oblivion’s more likely at this stage.


I’m still wondering how my father has managed to survive in a place like this. He pauses briefly, places his hand on the walls of the tunnel and incants, ‘Beneath the fiery rage of Mount Etna, Hephaestus your hammer upon this rock, with the might of Poseidon quake and shake.’ It’s a coupled spell, which is more powerful than a standard one. There’s a look of intense concentration on his face. A slight tremor. It’s difficult to create a spell in a realm in which you have no Authority. I place my hand atop my father’s and recite the spell too, and then we say it for a third time in unison, combining our wills. There’s a groan and the rock splits, a boulder loosening and dropping down to cover the tunnel behind us. I feel strange, depleted even. I’m woozy.


‘Careful, Ropa. You lose a bit of your soul when you do magic in this realm,’ he says. Then he urges me forward. ‘Hurry. That barrier won’t hold them for long. The power of the ether demons is virtually limitless in this world.’


‘I’d rather have gone to Disneyland,’ I reply.


We crack on until we find ourselves in a large cavern where MacKenzie is stood waiting. He’s looking anxious. Even from down here in the bowels of the mountain, he too heard those ether demons shrieking. There’s a wrongness in the air. In front of him is a large grey vortex, like a tornado, but cylindrical instead of cone-shaped. There are faces swirling in there. Men and women, faces contorted in indescribable agony, spinning round and round. An evil power oozes out of the vortex. The desperation of the trapped souls is awful. I know it’s usually bad people who get sent to the Other Place, but this seems like a violation.


Maybe if you don’t want to risk your own soul doing magic here then there is a solution – other people’s.


‘I heard the ether demons. We must open the portal while we still can,’ MacKenzie says. ‘Hurry!’


‘It’s not yet ready,’ my father replies.


‘You said it only needs one more soul. Let’s use the girl.’


‘Out of the question.’


There’s a bang, something powerful hitting the rock. The cavern we’re in shakes. If the ether demons feed on souls then my father and MacKenzie have been depriving them of their food source. They’ll be raging.


‘I found the girl. Her soul’s mine to do with as I please,’ MacKenzie shouts. Then he softens his tone to something more lawyerly, more persuasive. ‘Makomborero, sacrifices need to be made. Look at what we have already accomplished. You and me, we are survivors. We will be the first to return from the Realms Beyond. Imagine the power that awaits us. Think of the hard work we’ve done, the risks we’ve taken. It’ll all be for nothing if we don’t make it out of this godforsaken place.’


My father is frozen, deep in thought.


MacKenzie presses on: ‘The girl must be sacrificed for our sakes. Remember, we have an agreement and I’ve kept my end of the bargain, hunting souls for you.’ He walks towards us, his eyes fixed on me. I look at my father, but his face is blank. He’s frozen. Nope, I ain’t falling for this. I step back but my father is quicker and he grabs my arm. MacKenzie smiles. I struggle but there’s power in his grip.


‘My word is my bond, Sir George. I’ll cast her in the gateway. Begin the spell, just as I taught you.’


‘Let go of me,’ I yell, fighting to no avail.


MacKenzie turns and raises his hands. He begins to mumble something I can barely hear. From what I catch he’s invoking Janus, the Roman god of doorways and passages.


‘I’m sorry,’ my father says, then he lets go of me and shoves MacKenzie into the vortex. MacKenzie twists and catches hold of him. The two men struggle, each battling to thrust the other into the vortex. MacKenzie manages to angle himself so my father’s back is to the terrible swirling mass of souls.


‘I knew you’d betray me,’ MacKenzie shrieks.


‘She’s my daughter.’


‘In that case, you will go to oblivion in her stead.’


MacKenzie shoves hard, and my father tumbles backwards, dragging MacKenzie with him. My father uses his legs to carry his opponent up and over and MacKenzie goes flying into the terrible vortex. The grey tornado bubbles, faces howling in agony, the old Lord Advocate in there with them. I turn away. It’s all too gruesome.


There’s a loud bang. Rock cracking.


‘Come, Ropa,’ my father shouts, beckoning me to join him near the vortex.


‘This is evil,’ I reply. ‘What kind of person are you? Did you experiment on people when you were alive? Experiment on children?’ Makomborero Moyo scares me. A man without limits.


‘Here, take this. It’s a key.’


He offers me a shining silver spiral triskele. I shake my head and he rushes over, grabs me and thrusts it into my chest, searing my soul.


‘I lied to MacKenzie because I needed his help to build the doorway. He gathered souls for me so I could work this great piece of magic. Even if you hadn’t wound up here, Ropa, only one of us was ever getting out. It took me years to formulate this spell. I will use the vital force of these souls to open a gateway out of this place. But there isn’t enough power for two to pass through.’


‘Have a great journey, Dad. At least now I know what you are.’


My father waves his hands and mouths the Janus spell. There’s a large boom, the rock protecting us from the ether demons has cracked. We’re screwed. I’ve resigned myself to fate. There’s no point going on anymore. I’m done. But my father is intently concentrating on his work. There’s an electric sound and the souls cry out in agony. They are being drained and the gateway slowly turns silver, getting brighter until it is unlike anything else in this world.


A gap appears in the vortex just as the ether demons enter the cavern, their faces full of fury. They come towards us, tentacles grasping forward, hungry mouths filled with shark’s teeth.


‘I do these things because I love you, Ropa. Go through the gateway now. The key is your pass back to the world you belong in. It will unravel into nothingness as it guides you.’


‘I’d rather these creatures eat my soul than pass through your wicked gate.’


My father slaps me and shoves me through the gate anyway. I try to resist, I don’t want to be part of this wickedness but his will is far superior to mine. As he pushes me in, the ether demons rush forward. ‘I love you, my sweet child,’ he says as a giant tentacle attaches itself to his face. There’s a noise like thunder and I feel like I’ve been shredded into a million parts. Everything turns white and the Other Place disappears, my father with it.










I


I’m flailing like I’m drowning while fighting giant tentacles pulling me down, only I can’t see shit and I’m swinging at everything. I don’t feel like myself. It’s like there’s too many bits of me, a toe doing its own thing, my arms, nose, every part of me reacting to its own instinct. I’m falling in all dimensions, out of space and time. This is a bad trip. I feel so sick.


‘It’s okay, Ropa,’ someone calls from a distance.


I know that voice. Trying to shout back but I have no voice. If only I can reach out and . . . I can’t. The vortex drags me across realms I’ve never seen before, shooting me through narrow gaps in the astral plane, which spreads out before me like a cosmic spider’s web. It churns and twists, dragging me with it. An echo of the anguished wailing of the souls who were used to create it follows me. A riot of intense colour giving way to bleakness.


‘Ouch,’ Priya yells. ‘You poked me in the fucking eye!’


I’m gasping for breath, convulsing. I open my eyes and everything is a blur. I see fragments. There’s grey walls around me. Broken clouds and a blue sky above me. I look around wildly, but my eyes don’t see right. I’m only catching glimpses of things. Brief flickers of recognizable objects. It’s as if my eyes are buffering. Weird. I pause. Okay. I’m naked in some kind of copper bathtub filled with ice and crystals and herbs. My ticker’s pounding like . . . I have a heart.


I hold onto the sides of the tub.


My mind’s all foggy. Feels like bits of me are still rushing in. I’m so weak, my body slumps backwards in the tub. I try to raise my head, but I can’t move.


I have a body.


An anxious face cautiously peers at me. Raven-black hair and a silver fringe. It’s my pal Priya, and I’ve never seen her look so spooked in my life. I try to say ‘Hey’, but I can’t find my voice. Must be doing something funny because her eyes widen and she backs away a bit. Then she turns back and shouts:


‘She’s alive. Ropa’s back!’


I try to answer, but I can’t move. I mean, I can feel my body, my hands gripping the sides of this copper tub, but my limbs won’t respond to my commands. Priya puts her hand on my forehead. She looks elated now, but there’s dark rings around her eyes, like she hasn’t slept in days. I think that’s what I need, a good snooze.


Is this real, or is this what your soul sees as the ether demons devour it? Something soothing as you pass into oblivion.


I passed beyond the everyThere, into the Realms Beyond from which there’s no return. I met my father and an old enemy. Didn’t see my mother, though. There’s no way I’m back on Earth. This has to be an illusion. Gran warned me you could get lost in pockets of the astral plane where you thought you were back in the real world. Everyone you know and love would be there. Perhaps the setting would be a time when you were happy and you’d be caught in a never-ending loop.


Someone’s pulling my eyelids open. A bright torch shines right into my eye.


I wanna shout ‘Cut it out’, but I still ain’t got no voice. Can’t even keep my eyes open. Once again I’m back in darkness. Beyond the veil voices are speaking. I try to catch what they say, but can’t keep up. It’s as though they’re talking in a foreign language. What is happening to me? I’m all numb – no pain – that’s worrying. No more hunger or cold anymore. It’s when you stop feeling that you have to start worrying. You feel, therefore you are. I keep trying to reach out in the darkness, to see if I can touch something or someone.


There’s a calmness here that’s so peaceful. It’s bliss. Maybe that’s what being devoured is. Oblivion. The gift of becoming nothing at all. I’ve been fighting for so long, I wouldn’t mind this at all.


It’s kind of nice.


Warm.


‘Five more minutes,’ I grumble. ‘Just let me sleep.’


Someone’s shaking me. It’s so annoying.


‘You have to get up, Ropa, or we’ll lose you again. You’re not yet properly tethered to this realm. Open your eyes. That’s it.’


I half open my eyes and there’re several faces hovering over me. Clearly there’s no privacy in this bathroom. Where the hell am I? And what are Kebede, Lethington and Priya doing here? I’m hallucinating. Priya slaps me on the cheek again for good measure.


At the foot end of the tub, the Grand Debtera Qozmos and Theodosia Lovell have their hands over me, incanting some strange spell in Amharic and Scottish Cant. The words tumble like a powerful stream washing over me, every syllable striking my soul like a whip.


I catch the word ‘Sheba’, and infer they are invoking magic from The Book of the Shaded Mysteries of Solomon. There was an almighty kerfuffle about that sacred Ethiopian scroll at Dunvegan Castle a while back. It contains the secret to bringing back souls from the Realms Beyond.


‘Tiniša’ē.’


I try to rise, but my limbs are jelly.


Their words hurt. I want them to stop, but nothing comes out of my lips when I try.


A flash of red.


Moonfire.


The images refuse to settle in my sight, the Debtera and Theodosia splintering into multiple selves. Something heavy sits on my chest. I can’t move. A bangled hand presses down atop the crown of my head.


No.


The head of Ethiopian magic is still on these isles and he’s in cahoots with a wandering traveller? Their words lock together harmoniously, the spell shading an ultramarine and charcoal glow across the room. No, we’re not in a room. This is a ruin of some sort. Empty arched windows. The triangular structure of the roofless wall. A horse neighs from somewhere nearby and a donkey brays.


There’s something about this place. A lowered natural resistance to magic which enhances whatever spell Qozmos and Theodosia Lovell are working. Lovell is a small woman wearing a traditional Romani dress, a red necklace and silver bangles, headscarf covering her hair and a colourful pleated skirt. She is short, gnarled like an old yew tree, where the Ethiopian magician is grand in his flowing white robes. A seagull soars across the sky. I try to speak, but gibberish comes out. I can form thoughts, but my mouth won’t let me ask what the hell is going on. Priya wheels herself back from the tub so Kebede and Lethington can lift me out of it. My body’s all floppy and I can’t cover my bits properly. It’s a bit undignified, but no one seems too bothered.


‘Place her on the sleeping rug an’ wrap her in sheepskin,’ Theodosia commands, breaking her spell.


The colour seeps out of the atmosphere.


Priya looks like she’s about to burst into tears or something. She stares at me, jaw sweeping the grass. This is definitely not a dream. I’m lowered back down and something soft, white and fluffier than a cumulus cloud is laid on top of me. At least I ain’t starkers anymore.


‘This is one piece of magic not covered in Scrymgeour’s Codex of Unfamiliar and Exotic Maladies. I should write about it one day,’ Lethington says.


I want to recoil from him, but I can’t move. This is the man whose ineptitude caused my mother’s death. He’s inspecting me with interest, holding up my wrist to time my pulse. I can’t even pull my arm from him.


‘Hello again, my friend,’ Kebede says in his gentle voice.


‘Ggrrgl,’ I reply.


‘You’re alive, you silly sausage.’ Priya laughs hysterically.


Lethington turns my head to the left. I wonder what he’s doing here. I see grass and a broken low wall. The air’s heavy with salt. Near the sea, perhaps.


‘Ca—’ I say.


‘What?’ Priya asks.


‘Cal—’


‘She’s asking for Callander.’


No one says anything for a minute. The last thing I remember in this world is standing atop Calton Hill in Edinburgh. It was just me and my boss, Sir Ian Callander. No, I wasn’t working for him anymore. What were we doing on the hill? It was at night. We must have been in the Library. That’s not it. There were other people there. Lots of people, near naked, playing drums and juggling fire. The Beltane Fire Festival was on. Folks doing the pagan thing to welcome the winter or something like that. I try to shake my head, but I can’t move. My head’s all mixed up.


Remember.


It was me and Callander on the hill. He was on one knee, not proposing because he’s already married. To who again? I remember his left hand was burnt to the bone. It smelled like barbeque. There was some kind of accident. A volcano. No, it was an explosion and Callander— The hill cracked and we tumbled into it. Someplace in the depths of the Library. Callander holds up his hand and a book appears before he offers it to me. He’s just saved me from being hanged. I reach for the book but my hand passes right through it. I try to touch him instead, but he passes right through me like a ghost.


‘She’s hallucinating. Focus, Ropa. Listen to the sound of my voice.’


Callander whispers something, a magic word: ‘Esfandiar.’


I blink and everyone’s staring at me in this ruin of a building. I’ve got to go back. I need to get Callander. If I can just go back. Tears stream down my face. I left him there. I failed him. This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be here. I should be on that hill with him.


‘Everything’s going to be okay,’ Priya says. I’ve missed the sound of her voice.


‘You are safe now,’ Kebede adds.


Safe from what? There’s no place in the universe that’s safe. My father, those creatures got to him. I couldn’t save him either. Life’s meaningless if you can’t protect the people you love. I don’t want to be back here again.


‘Tread cannyways. ’Tis early yet an’ she’s a wee bit drumly. Aye, she’s been through Auld Nick’s forge an’ back. That’s a right trek fer one so young,’ Theodosia Lovell says. Her voice sounds like the roots of an old tree pulled up from the earth, shaking clumps loose.


‘Our work here’s done. Let’s get her inside. She needs to eat and get her strength back up,’ Lethington says.


Once again they lift me off the ground. This time I’m in my sheepskin covering. They make cautious steps on the uneven grass. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m really not there with them.


I’m so far away.










II


The waves wash onto the white sand beach outside my window. From my view on the first floor, the turquoise water looks like we could be anywhere in paradise. My head’s a little less scrambled. Not sunny side up; more hard-boiled than anything.


I’m in a pine bed with a memory foam mattress that feels like heaven. Two pillows under me, reclining and watching the sunset. It’s so beautiful. If I could be lost in a moment . . . But I feel that subtle tick-tock. The movement of time that sweeps you along. The hot-water bottle on my back’s doing the trick, though. Yep, this feels nice. I open and close my right hand. Not perfect, I can’t get a tight grip, but it’s working alright. Wiggle my toes under the sheepskin cover. That’s nice, though my muscles feel mighty stiff. Knots everywhere.


A handprint on my chest, Dundas’s mark, cracks me out of my reverie. I cover it up with the sheepskin and it burns and throbs like a wasp stung me.


I’ve dealt with ghosts for most of my life, but I’ve never given too much thought to becoming one myself. At last I understand why some hang on. Everything you know and love is in this world. Even if they offered you Heaven, nothing compares to being in this crazy rollercoaster realm.


The only problem is nothing lasts here.


Death felt cold, gnawing and desperate. There are no little pleasures like this hot-water bottle in the Realms Beyond. Nothing that can compare to this perfect view from my window.


A horse and a donkey that looks suspiciously like Mrs Guthrie’s Benjamin walk together companionably along the beach.


I’m really here.


A gentle tap on the door. The person swings it open before I get a chance to respond. They bump against the doorway, back up and come in again.


‘Tight angle,’ Priya says, shimmying her wheelchair between the chest of drawers inconveniently placed near the door and the door frame behind her. The room we’re in’s pretty small. Must be a loft extension the way the ceiling slants in. Dated wallpaper, so last century, peels in places, revealing rotting wooden boards and damp crawling down the walls. Priya straightens herself out eventually before wheeling towards my bed. There she has to execute another awkward manoeuvre, angling between the blanket box and wardrobe before she can reach my side.


‘Where’s Izwi?’ I manage to say. My voice is more of a squeak. Throat’s dry.


Priya hands me a beaker on her lap. ‘Steady on, hotlips. She’s at school like she’s supposed to be.’


Phew. I try to hold the beaker, but it slips out of my fingers. She catches it and brings it to my mouth. I take a sip, something hot and thick. Good ol’ chicken soup for my soul.


‘I suggested we start you off on garlic to see what happens, but the others objected,’ Priya says with a laugh.


Some of the soup drips onto my chin. She dabs me with a napkin like I’m a bairn.


‘Thanks.’


I go back to staring out the window, not quite knowing what to say. Hey, I’m back from the dead, will you be my friend again? What are you supposed to do at a time like this? And I just want to chill, take it all in, let everything settle.


Priya holds out her hand and I take it.


‘You’re like an ice block,’ she says.


‘I’m good.’


‘Are you, though? Are you experiencing any sudden craving for brains?’ She cackles.


‘Not even funny.’


‘Maybe a thirst for blood. Show us your canines,’ she says in a fake Romanian accent.


I scoff. It’s pretty funny, but I don’t have the energy to laugh. My vitals are horizontal at the moment. Priya gives me a doe-eyed look and I squeeze her hand. My best friend. The girl I first met reading upside down in her wheelchair in the Library of the Dead. We’ve been through the trenches together.


‘I still don’t understand why I’m here. Dundas killed me, fair and square. I wasn’t just passed out, Priya. My soul was disconnected from my body. And he left a right old mark on me too.’


I pull down the sheepskin covers and show her my chest.


‘Some aloe vera might soothe that burn.’


‘It’s that bad, hey?’


‘I wish I could humour you, Ropa, but it’s not looking great.’


I remember the battle of Calton Hill now. A total disaster. Callander pursued what Carl von Clausewitz would have termed ‘one great decisive aim with force and determination’, and was bested for it. Priya reaches out and touches the welts on my chest. She traces the lines and purses her lips. I place my hand on hers and bring it to my heart.


‘Where are we?’


‘The Isle of Iona. After our defeat, we had to leave the city. Some of us left the mainland entirely to regroup. The whole thing was a nightmare. We should never have gone up Calton Hill without knowing exactly what we were up against.’


‘The others are alive?’


She nods.


‘Doctor Maige, too?’


That means Calista Featherstone and Dalziel MacDonald made it off the hill. Story of my life. Not that I have anything against them, it’s just that I would have preferred Callander to survive instead. But the Fates weave their patterns as they will. Or maybe we make poor decisions and pay the price for them. Cause and effect. Either way, this whole thing’s ended pretty badly for us.


Outside, it’s grown even darker. The sun sets pretty fast this time of the year. Must be barely after five if I know anything about it.


‘The whole thing was fucked up, Ropa,’ Priya says, a slight tremor in her voice. I’ve never seen her look so timid about anything.


‘Catch me up.’


‘We bailed on Callander. All of us. Left him up there with those jackals.’


‘At least he took those bastards down with him. He sacrificed himself for us.’ I remember how Callander invoked Poseidon, ‘the Earth-Shaker’, to bring Calton Hill down. And along with it Henry Dundas, Montgomery Wedderburn, Frances Cockburn, Octavius Diderot, Lady Rethabile Lebusa, Fenella MacLeod, the Edinburgh Boys, and my former best friend Jomo Maige. I shudder at the thought of Jomo buried under those rocks. He wanted to take the Library from his father. I guess he has it for eternity now.


Year by year my losses have piled up until they’ve become impossible to bear. Jomo was my pal. Lost his way, right enough, but you don’t turn your back on friends. I should have known what was going on with him. Checked in. I was the one who protected him from bullies back when we were in school, and I should have protected him from himself. I can’t keep losing people. I should be the one that’s dead and stayed dead.


‘Jomo’s gone then,’ I say, closing my eyes. This is more than I can take.


‘I’m sorry, Ropa, but that’s not how it went down. When Dundas knocked you down, I rushed to retrieve your body. Good thing I had the parachute your gran gifted me and I was able to paraglide out of there. Dodged a few thermospheres up in the air, but I got away.’


Priya explains that when she turned back to see what was happening, she saw the others scamper and Callander left alone with Dundas and his cult. Then there was a huge explosion on the mountain which threw rocks and scattered dust all over the city. Priya circled in the sky trying to see what was left, in between performing midair CPR on my body. She didn’t yet know my soul had been ejected.


‘When the dust began to settle, I saw something crazy. Dundas and all those with him were hovering above the collapsed hill. He’d managed to save them all. That was when I decided it was best to take flight with my tail between my legs. I couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t snatch us out of the sky.’


‘They all survived and Callander went down alone?’


‘It’s worse than that, Ropa. There were a handful of librarians working there, unaware. The only silver lining is they were cleaning up and trying to get it back to a suitable state after Wedderburn and his crew trashed the place, so there weren’t any magicians reading in there.’


‘Mr Evelyn?’


‘Him too.’


I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a deep breath. What a fucking disaster. When I open my eyes again I notice Priya’s embraced her inner goth. Leather jacket over a black polo neck. The skin on her wrist is lighter where the bangles she used to wear have disappeared. She’s always had colourful hair but now it’s black. The only thing she’s kept that reminds me of the old Priya is the silver fringe. The sparkle’s gone from her eyes. Instead there’s a burning rage, kind of like the waters of a fast-flowing burn are bubbling and boiling underneath.


‘Thanks for picking me up, otherwise I’d be down there in the rubble with Callander.’


She shrugs. ‘We shouldn’t be talking about this. You need to get some rest.’ Priya releases the brake on her wheelchair and makes to leave.


‘Please stay. I don’t want to be alone.’


Truth be told I’m scared. It’s like the world’s ended, the nukes have gone off, the apocalypse has come, and somehow I’m still here with the roaches and rats. It’s not fair at all. I draw open my sheepskin cover, shift over and invite Priya into the bed with me. She moves her wheelchair parallel to the bed and locks her brakes again. There’s a bit of space between her footplates and the bed, and so she uses her hands to place her feet on the floor. Then she slides forward on the chair a bit, places her left fist on the bed, lifts herself up and over into the bed with her back to me. Next she lifts one knee up, flops onto her side, and brings the other leg over into the bed. Then she pulls herself up until she’s lying beside me.


I put my arm across her chest, hand on her shoulder and hug her. Reminds me of when we shared a bed in Dunvegan Castle. Fun times.


‘It’s nice and warm in here,’ Priya says.


‘We could stay forever.’


‘That would be nice.’


Yep, this is the life. Priya kisses the crown of my head and I feel plenty safe. She rubs my arm and I feel a bit drowsy, but I can’t sleep now in case my soul slips out of my body. Don’t know where I’d wind up then. I might spend the rest of my life seeking the fountain of youth because I’m not keen on dying ever again.


‘We should catch a boat to Shenzhen or Guangzhou. There’s work to be had there. I once heard a geezer talking about it.’


‘How’s your Mandarin?’ Priya asks.


‘Wǒmen zǒu ba! I picked up a few phrases from an audiobook a while back. No doubt it’s better than Scotland.’


‘They wouldn’t let me practise as a healer out there. Different qualifications for traditional Chinese medicine, though we’ve borrowed a lot from it.’


She goes quiet and it looks like she’s deep in thought.


‘I saw my dad in the Other Place, Priya. He’s the one who got me out. But if I was dead, I shouldn’t be in this body. That’s not how it works.’


When I was working as a ghostalker I went to a few funerals and saw several ghosts try to lie back in their bodies, hoping to come back to life again. Used to take everything I had not to snicker because everyone’s there in tears, the minister’s giving his spiel, and these ghosts are trying to rouse a corpse. Good luck with that when your veins are filled with formaldehyde. Death is more than the heart stopping, it’s when the soul loses its connection to the body. You can’t reconnect it again. I know some people talk about out of body experiences and all that. Yeah, yeah, it’s possible to project but that doesn’t mean you’re untethered. All the folks with near death experiences just had a wee untrained astral experience and they come back spooked by it, turn their lives around, get religion and preach to whomever will listen. But that’s not what I did. I actually died.


Priya’s about to say something when her phone rings. She shifts, removing me from her chest and gets it from her pocket. It’s Lethington calling.


‘Sorry, the boss is at me like I’m on call.’


‘He botched up my sister’s delivery. It set off this entire thing.’


Priya declines the call. ‘You might want to talk to him about it.’


‘Sounds to me like you know something I don’t.’


‘A lot’s come out since you’ve been gone.’


‘How long was I out for?’


The phone rings again and Priya groans. She puts it on silent and sighs. Outside the bedroom door, a cat meows. It comes in through the gap because Priya, tail on her arse, forgot to close it. The cat’s a ginger skinny-looking fella with a triangular face and large ears. He struts in, rump in the air like he owns the place. He leaps onto the blanket box and from there slides through a gap in the footboard and onto the mattress. The cat slows down, never taking his eyes off me.


Then he stops and hisses, arching his back.


‘Oy, piss off,’ Priya says, launching a pillow at him. The cat leaps out of the way just in time, onto the floor, and darts out of the room.


‘What the fuck did I do to piss him off?’


I take another pillow and throw it at the door, slamming it shut. Priya’s avoiding looking me in the eye. I can tell she’s got something she’s holding onto. Nothing’s going to shock me anymore, so I nudge her and tell her to get it out of her system.


‘Did you know Lethington was also the healer who delivered you? It was always going to be complicated because your mum had hypertension and a few other problems.’


‘Who told you this?’


‘Lethington.’


‘Why only now?’


Priya throws her hands up. ‘That’s why I think you should talk to him yourself.’


Somebody taps the door and calls Priya’s name. It’s the man himself. I tell him to come in and sit up properly. He pokes his head in, and then the rest of him follows rather reluctantly.


‘You’ve caught me in bed with the patient, literally.’ Priya laughs nervously.


‘I’ve been trying to call you. You were to come down and report to me,’ he says.


‘Tell me what you told her,’ I demand, glaring at him. Fuck his Jammie Dodgers, lies of omission are the worst ’cause they’re craven in nature.


Lethington frowns and gives Priya a disapproving look, peering over his glasses.


‘Confidentiality, Ms Kapoor, is such an important part of our vocation,’ he says.


‘She needs to know,’ Priya replies weakly.


He puts his hands on his hips and uses his elbow to shut the door. He paces about, evidently in turmoil. The small room we’re in feels even more cramped now. Lethington’s head touches the slanted ceiling and he has to step back to the middle of the room.


‘Cora Moyo was a complicated case and we did everything we could. It was hard getting any healing done with Makomborero Moyo constantly hovering, second-guessing any treatments we suggested. And no, I don’t mean he was a concerned father – he wanted to know every single detail. There’s a problem you have when you deal with a generalist like him, a man who’s familiar with several branches of magic, enough to know certain things within your speciality, but not enough to know how much he doesn’t know. It made him insufferable.’
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