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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. 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 the New Town.





Principal Places 




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.


Dunvegan Castle: The ancestral home of the chiefs of the Clan MacLeod. It was built in the thirteenth century and is located on the shores of Loch Dunvegan.


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 of the living can reach and navigate it safely.


Isle of Skye: The largest island in the Inner Hebrides, located to the north-west of Scotland, and accessible via the Skye Crossing running between Kyle of Lochalsh on the mainland and Kyleakin on the island’s east coast.


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.





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.


Cattermole, Fergus (Professor): Vice Principal at Glasgow University and head of the Lord Kelvin Institute.


Cleghorn, Euan: Head Librarian at the Glasgow Library, which holds Scotland’s second-largest collection of magical books and texts. Glasgow is considered by some to be a rival to Calton Hill Library because of its impressive collection of antique handwritten and illustrated grimoires dating to times before scientific magic was established.


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


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


Hanley, Mary: Member of the Extraordinary Committee.


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.


Kebede, the son of Bekele: Assistant to the Grand Debtera of Abyssinia.


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


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


MacLeod, Adamina: The wife of one of the earlier MacLeod chiefs named Norman.


MacLeod, Edmund: Clan chief of Clan MacLeod and host of the biennial conference of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.


MacLeod, Fenella: The only child of Edmund MacLeod and a student of esoteric history at the prestigious 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.


MacCrimmon, Stephen: Deceased piper of renown in his time. A scion of the MacCrimmons of Borreraig, hereditary pipers to the chiefs of Clan MacLeod.


Mhondoro, Melsie: Ropa Moyo’s grandmother.


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


Moyo, Ropa: A teenage ghostalker from HMS Hermiston in the southwest 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, including finding and saving missing children, have attracted the attention of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers, an unusual feat for an unqualified independent practitioner.


Qozmos: The Grand Debtera of Abyssinia.


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


Samarasinghe, Sashvindu (Lord): England’s Sorcerer Royal.


Sneddon (Mr): Librarian at the Calton Hill Library.


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: Rector of the prestigious 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



Boom. Lassie from the slums winds up in a castle. Ain’t that a right old fairy tale? If I didn’t know any better, I’d have done up my dreadlocks, worn a tiara and called myself princess. Nah, screw that Disney malarkey. I’m just loving the Isle of Skye right now. This must be what being on holiday feels like. Though how would I know? Seeing as I’ve never done nothing posh like that.


Frances Cockburn wouldn’t let me bring my fox, River, along. Her being a boss lady type, with a big ol’ stick up her arse, who doesn’t want me working in Scottish magic. She said no pets allowed on this particular jaunt, or some such jazz. It’s a proper downer, but hey ho . . .


In terms of the day job, it’s nose to the grindstone, ’cause I’ve been seconded to what we call the Hamster Squad. They’re the admin gophers where I work. We’re helping organize the Society of Sceptical Enquirers’ biennial conference at Dunvegan Castle. That’s real, important work right there. And it means little ol’ me is mixing with the great and good of Scottish magic. But being me, I’ve also nabbed myself a wee ghostalking side hustle in Skye’s village of Dunvegan, just for while we’re here. The Society don’t pay me nothing for my labouring, so I have to be creative. Inshallah, they’ll turn my unpaid internship into a proper apprenticeship any day now. I flunked my last test on a technicality, so all I have to do is to take it again and I’m in, baby. But right now, the island’s sea air smells like crisp banknotes to me, and I’m sat in a cottage with a couple in dire need of my skills.


‘So, this here lassie be a real magician? We dinnae need none of that,’ says the husband, Brodie Budge, all gruff like, tossing peat into the stove.


‘I’m a registered ghostalker,’ I correct him. Impersonating a registered magician’s a big offence.


‘Still our shillings you want, right enough.’ He sounds proper annoyed, but I can tell he’s actually masking shame. Poverty does that to you. Better to lash out than admit you’re hard up.


I give his partner, Ellie, a look. She’s a wee mouse. Narrow face, long snout, hunched shoulders like she could disappear into that hole in the skirting board. Brodie’s kinda the same, but more extreme ’cause he’s got actual whiskers poking out round his cheeks. They’re that kind of couple who’ve blended till they resemble each other. It’s there in their body language and facial expressions, and a weird tic of flinching at random moments. Too much sorrow’s written in their eyes too.


‘I’ve been saving from the cleaning jobs I’ve been doing,’ Ellie says, barely audibly. ‘It’s got tae be done.’


‘If my boat hadnae sunk, I’d be good for it,’ Brodie replies, softening.


‘Ah ken. You survived. That’s all that matters, love.’


‘I’m useless. Nae jobs to be had anywhere on this goddamned island.’


‘Dinnae be silly.’ Ellie reaches out and strokes his arm. ‘We’ll be alright.’


Folks out here lost everything during the Big Yin. A massive storm that was. The Hebrides were devastated and so was a huge slice of the west coast of Scotland. Fishermen like Brodie Budge lost their livelihoods as Mother Nature devoured their boats. There’ve even been news reports of debris from broken-up vessels washing up on beaches in Florida. Broke the camel’s back, that did. It was always lean times in the fishing trade anyway, with the way fish stocks were decimated round about the time of the Catastrophe when everything went to shit. Since then, people have been leaving the Island of Skye like it was the nineteenth century all over again.


Still, Ellie asked me here to help them, so it is what it is. Be a pro, Ropa, just like them suit and tie folks.


Her and him live in this old shepherd’s cottage on the outskirts of the village. The whitewashed walls could do with some DIY. Walking in, I was also worried the slate would fall off the roof on top of my head. The room we’re in now is pretty glum, with the windows boarded up, and a solar lamp illuminating ’cause the power’s gone again. Springs in the sofa poke my behind. Could do with some reupholstering – I’m sure these date from before them two were sprogs. There’s wires dangling out of a broken socket in the wall too. It’s definitely seen better days, but I still don’t see how this pair could afford a pad like this. Reckon one of them must have inherited it.


There’s a pink teddy bear underneath the coffee table.


I can smell damp in the air and glance at the black mould painting Guernica on the walls. An almighty draught’s blowing in from somewhere, cancelling out the fire’s warmth.


‘Morag said you could help us,’ Ellie says with an air of desperation. Good ol’ Morag. She’s a good egg, my favourite of the staff at the castle, and has had my back since we got there. Her and me have been lounging in downtimes blethering about the myths and legends woven into the fabric of Skye. Half the time I don’t know if she’s spinning yarns or she believes these tales to be true.


‘Sometimes it’s best to leave things the way they are,’ Brodie complains.


‘I cannae sleep nights on account o’ that awful racket. Then I have tae get oot each morning and work mysel tae the bone while you’re moping and wallowing. I cannae take it anymore, Brodie. It’s got tae stop, you hear?’


Ellie breaks away from him and storms off to the far side of the room, keeping her back to us. Brodie clenches his jaw and stays schtum. I’m beginning to regret taking on this gig. Dramarama. Keep it pro, Ropa, I tell myself. When emotions flare, I must be the grown-up in the room. Good thing is, I’ve got tons of practice dealing with my little sister’s wild moods.


‘How long’s this been going on? The haunting?’ I ask to bring them back firmly to the matter at hand.


‘Couple of months,’ Brodie replies.


‘A year and some,’ Ellie contradicts. ‘Started a few weeks after Ava died. Christ, do yous even remember her?’ she snaps at Brodie.


‘What kind of twisted question is that? She was my daughter too. My own flesh and bone.’


‘How often does it happen?’ I say quickly. I need them to stop bickering and stick to the facts.


‘Used tae be odd times. Once or twice a week, maybe. Now it’s every single night. I wake up tae hear the sound of my dead bairn wailing. And all I can think about is how I used tae hold her in my arms and rock her tae sleep at night.’


‘Both of you hear these sounds?’ I ask.


‘Aye. I’ve entered the nursery many times and seen the cot bed rocking back and forth all by itself,’ says Brodie. ‘But it’s nothing tae be afeard of. Ava’s soul is just here with us. Cannae you see that?’


‘Jesus Christ. Listen tae yersel. It’s got tae stop,’ says Ellie.


Morag, who lined up this gig for me, didn’t tell me the couple weren’t in alignment. But I’ve seen it all. Not everyone who has a resident poltergeist wants it gone. There’s people who hold on to the souls of the dearly departed, unwilling to let go. My grandmother told me that kind of situation’s none too salubrious. Grief and growth go hand in scythe. Eventually, you have to move on. Try telling that to those who’ve loved and lost, though. But I also know that the souls of babies don’t linger unless they’re held by force, by strong emotions. The well of sorrow’s a tough place to tread water in. But in the murky waters after loss, there are those spirits who aren’t in the light and who may try to move in. That’s when shit gets real dark. First, I have to work out which of these is going on here.


A piercing wail comes from upstairs, making Ellie jump. A cold shiver runs down my spine. It’s horrible. A cry that sounds like torture. Nails on a blackboard. A wave of revulsion washes over me. I feel like throwing up but I’m not the sort to waste my tea like that. Ellie yells out and covers her ears, shutting her eyes tight as tears stream down her cheeks. But it’s given me my answer.


I grab my backpack and unzip it pronto, pulling out my mbira. The metal keys shine, reflecting the candlelight, ’cause I gave it a good polish earlier. Even oiled the wooden keyboard too, so it looks real swank. I’m headed for the stairs when Brodie blocks my path.


‘I cannae let you do this. That’s my bairn you’re wanting tae kill all over again. I cannae lose her twice, lassie.’


‘That’s not your daughter, pal,’ I respond. The revulsion I feel tells me all I need to know. You don’t think these things, your gut tells you in plain Shona and Scots.


‘I ken the sound of her voice. Used tae wake me up many nights, changing nappies, feeding her, holding her till she slept in mine arms.’ He holds out his hands, imploring. ‘She’s come back home.’ Brodie tears his shirt off and shows bite marks around his nipples. The flesh there is purple-black with bruising. ‘I’ve been breastfeeding ma baby like a father should.’


Fuck me.


I shake my head and administer the pill without sugar coating. His child had moved on long ago.


‘The souls of babies don’t linger here like those of adults can. Not even in the everyThere, just beyond our plane, whose sharp claws clasp tightly to our own world. In very rare cases indeed they can be held back by another soul known to them. Only usually by a father or a mother. But you’re both here, so this isn’t the case. Your daughter ascended to the realm of the purest, a place of light and love where babies go. She isn’t here anymore.’


‘How can you be sure?’


‘And how did you know how to find shoals of cod in the barren sea? It’s my job to know,’ I reply.


The wailing upstairs intensifies. A mix of hunger and anger, known to parents everywhere as the signal their baby is demanding to be fed. Even I feel its awful pull. The way it makes you want to go up to it and serve it. Soothe it. But listen closely and you’ll hear something sinister in the notes, a timbre not quite right, the undertone of the damned. Once you hear it, you can’t unpick it from the rest of the cries. It’s what me and Ellie hear, but not this oaf.


‘Listen, Brodie Budge, really listen to it,’ I say.


My grandmother taught me the ‘Song of Clarity’ before I turned ten and I strum it now on the keys of my mbira. Softly and quietly, beneath the loud cries. It’s not meant to overwhelm the noise. Instead, I insert the notes like a wedge between the blank spaces within the cries. Prising them apart gently. Stretching the sound out, bit by bit. Brodie freezes in shock, his face going blank. I keep playing those ancient notes passed down across generations. And as I do, with each passing moment, the gaps between the cries grow wider. Then in those spaces emerges something else, the scary sound of the choirs of the damned. Heavy metal. It’s deafening. No baby cries like that.


‘Breast milk. Feed me sweet blood. Hungry,’ it demands.


When Brodie’s chin hits the floor, I stop playing and push him out of my way, heading up the stairs to the nursery. Ellie timidly follows, a few steps behind.


On the landing up top, I feel as if I’ve been plunged underwater.


Icy cold.


It’s hard to breathe.


But I press on against the pressure front trying to push me back.


The cries grow louder and angrier with each step I take. The sound swells up and surrounds me like a stirred-up swarm of demon babies. It comes from under my feet. Behind me. Presses down from above. I feel it pound my insides like a heavy bassline. It freaks me out, like nothing I’ve ever encountered.


‘It’s nae been this bad before,’ Ellie says, voice quivering.


I stay calm. Tell myself to focus. Then I hold out my right hand, muttering an incantation invoking the Anemoi, those Greek wind gods, to send an airwave, the shape of my palm, slamming into the door of the nursery, bursting it wide open. From within comes the sound of an angered hornets’ nest as I stride inside.


‘That’s enough,’ I say with Authority. This is MY realm. Earth belongs not to the spirits but to us beings of flesh.


A dark figure glowers from the white crib in the corner. The music box dangling above it cranks up and begins to play a distorted electronic lullaby. The carousel wheels within it house a menagerie of brightly coloured toy animals. Round and round they go. Faster and faster. The wheel breaks and shoots off, forcing me to duck so it misses and hits the wall, spraying plastic toys everywhere. Holograms of green stars dance around the room. The weight of this dark energy is abominable. I’m overwhelmed by revulsion and loathing.


The spectre in the crib comes to the bars and holds them, its large yellow eyes staring defiantly out. It looks far more simian than human. Feels ancient and terrible.


‘Breast milk. Feed me sweet blood. Hungry . . .’


‘You are not supposed to be here.’ I strum my mbira once more.


‘And you look delicious. Let me feast on you, my sweet,’ it says.


‘The only thing you’ll be getting is my boot up your backside.’


I play Musekiwa Chingodza’s ‘Kutema Musasa’ furiously and drive it back against the wall to show my Authority. I must stamp this down quickly, as I do with all spirits who’ve come over to us from the other side. And I won’t allow it to challenge me again. Gran warned me before I set off for Skye that this isle is littered with restless souls from bygone eras, desperately clinging on to the world of the living. There’s been much suffering, destruction and death here, and many are angry they didn’t have the lives they felt they should have had. This is clearly one of them.


‘Don’t hurt baby,’ it pleads, pinned back by the vibrations of my melody.


Normally, I would bargain, but not today. I have no sympathy for evil spirits that torment grieving parents. Gran taught me that ’cause they’ve been gone for so long, they no longer feel anything except for the most extreme of emotions. They feed on fear and misery and become ever more malevolent along the way. It’s like losing your sense of taste until the only thing you can feel are the hottest chillies ’cause they, at least, set off the pain receptors on your lips. That’s better than nothing. Hauntings like this happen to satisfy the spirit’s grotesque craving.


‘Be on your way, never to return to this plane, nor have dealings with the living for ever more. Do this or I’ll cast you out to the Other Place,’ I say.


‘Bargain with baby, please,’ it replies.


‘There’ll be no bargain, no compromise. You will obey.’


‘Obey baby must. Baby curses you,’ it says, retreating further into the corner. Its yellow eyes fix on mine with menace.


‘Off with you!’


I hammer my mbira’s keys and drive the spirit through the wall, out into the darkness where it belongs. It desperately tries to grip on to this reality, but my power is too great. I’ve cut it off from the tether that held it to this world, so now it falls into the void.


By and by, the pressure recedes. Lightness returns, like a storm’s lifted. I survey the nursery this ghost has desecrated. Brodie and Ellie had taken the little they had in this world and tried to make something magical for Ava. But they lost her in that very crib to something banally termed Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. SIDS sounds like a mate’s name or something. It doesn’t tell you what exactly happened to your baby. You’re just supposed to accept it as something scientific, even though it’s a diagnosis that belongs more to quackery than anything. I take in the feature wall with cartoonish giraffes bounding west, the toys scattered about the floor, a soft baby blanket. The absence of one who’d been loved beyond all else has sucked the life out of this place. And into that vacuum stepped the spirit I’ve just vanquished.


It makes me feel mighty low. A real sadness that rips my heart apart.


Ellie sniffles behind me.


‘Is it over?’ she asks.


‘You’re free of it now and for ever more,’ I reply. ‘Gather up these toys and pack them away. Dismantle the crib and set it in storage. Paint these walls something neutral. Grieve. Then move on.’ I say the words I think my grandmother would speak at a time like this. Giant boots to fill but I’ve got fair-sized trotters.


Ellie rushes up to me, grabs my hand and presses money into it. Just another day in the office for me, but I can’t not feel this mother’s pain. A year of this will have taken its toll on her nerves. Her hands are rough from labouring. Tears fill her eyes, and she trembles.


‘You’re going to be alright. You are strong,’ I tell her. Words have great power. Through them we create reality.


She nods and I break away to pack my mbira, leaving her knelt before the empty crib, weeping silently. I know I should say something more to her, but I won’t be here for the next steps. She’ll have to find something within herself. Brodie’s in the doorway and I signal for him to join his partner. He’s ashen and shaking. The spirit had been messing with them both for a while. Now he’s lost whatever diabolical hope it dangled.


‘I dinnae ken what came over me.’ His voice is filled with shame.


‘Make sure Ellie’s okay,’ I say.


‘Thank you, Ropa Moyo.’


I walk down the stairs alone, leaving them to face the five steps of grief together; the scab’s been opened up again. I make for the door but before I go, I stop at the telephone table and place the money Ellie gave me onto it. They need it more than I do – I know where I’ll be getting mine.










II



There’s neither dawn nor dusk on the Isle of Skye in autumn. Pale light from behind grey clouds is a mere punctuation mark in the lengthening sequence of nights. You lose your bearings. Not just in the sense of the hours marking the day, but your place in history altogether.


I’m an Edinburgher through and through. Wake me up blindfolded in Granton and I’ll tell you the hour from the scent of the air. This is my first time ever outside the city proper. Like, not for a day trip, but actually spending time outside Edinburgh. Scary. I’m used to the rhythms of the city, the bustle and tussling that comes with it. Out here, everything’s too quiet for my liking.


Where is everyone?


Something uncanny happens to you here.


When you arrive, your mind’s racing, doing ninety miles an hour. And then at some point, click: it goes calm. A weight you didn’t even know you were carrying’s eased off your shoulders. Bless Buddha. Wish my gran and sis were here with me. I think they’d like it. River too, my vulpine compadre. The great outdoors would do her good. It sucks to be away from them but I’m corporate now, innit?


My boots squelch as I approach the castle, having got into the grounds via one of the lesser-used entrances. Wet toes. Rains all the time out here, and when it’s not, the ground bleeds water all day long. There’s the smell of rotting things, mulch and compost, with fallen leaves and twigs carpeting the ground. The Isle of Skye’s an old man badly in need of a dash of talc.


‘Ropa, where have you been?’ Cockburn asks, all brusque.


‘I’ve been going to and fro in the earth, and walking up and down in it,’ I reply.


‘I already told you, this is not a holiday. You are here to work. Try not to forget that. This shoddy behaviour will reflect on your internship evaluation.’


Frances Cockburn’s a prick and she don’t like me none. Great thing is, the feeling’s mutual. But, unfortunately for me, I’ve been seconded to her chain gang to prep up for the conference being hosted on the island. Normally, I’m working direct under Sir Ian Callander, Scotland’s answer to Mandrake the Magician, or otherwise known as the Secretary of the Society and Scotland’s Discoverer General. Alas, I was shunted here as an extra pair of hands since the investigatory work I normally do for the General Discoveries Directorate ain’t much needed here of all places. I thought it’d be a chilled gig but, man, was I wrong. Spent days lugging furniture about till my back was sore. Whatever happened to job descriptions and all that malarkey? Oh, that’s right, trade unions were banned after the Catastrophe. No more bargaining, collective or otherwise; now you gotta do what the boss man tells you to do and haud yer wheesht.


‘Oh, there you are, Ropa. I need your help in the big tent,’ Carrie says, one of the Hamster Squad, toddling over with an almighty stack of boxes so high she can barely see where she’s going. ‘Give us a hand already.’


‘Go on,’ Cockburn says. ‘You need to keep a close eye on this one, Carrie. No slacking. The guests will be here soon, and everything should be ready.’


‘I’m on it.’


I grab a box and am amazed Carrie was lugging these solo down from the castle. So heavy. We make our way slowly down towards the jetty ’cause the road’s all slippery. There’s an old sign about boat cruises for seal-watching on one side of the road. Dunvegan Castle looms above us, perched upon a rock, masked by smirr that’s been going all morning. The light drizzle’s fine until it catches your eyelashes, half blinding you. Waves crash into the rock, spraying more water into the air. I’m losing my grip, half slipping and sliding, by the time we make it to the big tent opposite the Laundry Cottage on the grounds where some guests will be staying.


‘I see Cockburn’s busting your nuts again,’ Carrie says.


‘We were just teabagging.’


‘Language, please! The Society of Scrotum Enquirers expects its young ladies to be prim and proper,’ she says with a laugh. ‘No, seriously, we all get hell off Cockburn. Comes with the job. Tip from me to you, newbie, study your dossier and you might just survive this with your hymen intact.’


I groan. The dossier is this thick file with the photos and details of all the top magic practitioners attending the conference. Sure, lanyards are a thing, and all the attendees will be displaying their names, but Cockburn insists the Hamster Squad, plus me, study everyone in the file. This is just so that in the morning you don’t offer Earl Grey to Doctor Norwell, who prefers lapsang souchong, which we happen to have ‘procured specially’ for him. We, the said Hamster Squad plus me, are here to cater to their every need. We have to anticipate, etc. So, I’ve had to learn tons of stuff, like where all the bathrooms are, and touristy information about nearby attractions in case anyone wants to go on an excursion. To sound knowledgeable about places I’ve not even been to see. We’ll make reservations at the top restaurants on the island if any of the VIPs want to go. In addition, we also have to know the programming by heart. It’s a lot to take in for a first-timer like me. Carrie and the others have done this a couple of times already – they’re the young magicians who do the Society’s admin at HQ in Edinburgh.


‘Don’t look so glum, Ropa. This is a great opportunity. Where else do you get to see so many leading magicians in one place?’


‘—’


‘A couple of years ago, we had a lad called Felix Erskine working with us. He caught the attention of the Craig Shoemaster, and now he’s landed a gig making a mint in Glasgow. Can you imagine working for Shoemaster and Sons? That’s why every fledgling magician wants to start at the Society. It plugs you in with all the big players in Scottish magic. You couldn’t pay for those sorts of contacts . . . Put that box over there. No, behind the table. Abdul still hasn’t set up the sound system. The first guests arrive tonight and we’re behind schedule.’


We’ve put in a week of work setting this place up. Doesn’t feel like that was enough time, even with the help of the castle’s own staff. It’s a mad rush to the finish line now. Carrie told me it used to be easier when the castle had more of its own staff, but cutbacks . . .


She snaps her fingers in my face.


‘Wake up, Ropa. Unstack those chairs and arrange them in rows,’ Carrie orders. ‘Where’s your head at today?’


I’m a bit zombified after my late-night excursion banishing evil spirits.


‘Dead yesterdays and unborn tomorrows. Why fret about it, if today be sweet, my darlings?’ quotes a man at the entrance to the tent. ‘I think she needs a nice hot cuppa to set her straight. It’s too early, even for me,’ he continues.


He’s short, portly and balding. To compensate for this follicular challenge, he wears a luxuriant moustache, greyed to match the goatee on his chin. He has piercing eyes, filled with mirth and mischief, and the bushiest eyebrows I’ve ever seen. The suit he has on is a big middle finger to the grey, gloomy weather, and our staid Society, looking like someone’s poured a few packets of Skittles on it with its multicoloured polka dots. A matching tie and black shirt only serve to highlight the vivid colours. Muddy white loafers on his feet complete the look. I’d thought everyone here would be crusty and conservative, but not this guy.


‘Hi, Esfandiar. You being here must mean the big boss is back?’ Carrie says.


‘Does it?’ he replies with a laugh. ‘I made my own way. He left me for his young intern! The scandal.’


Carrie laughs and cups her mouth, while giving me a wee side glance. I’m not in on this joke – I’ve never seen this bloke in my life.


‘Are you going to help us or just stand there?’


‘I’m not cut out for menial tasks, little dove. My hands are far too soft and my constitution too delicate. But today, and only today, I must steel myself, summon up the courage of the ancients, and see that Ropa Moyo here is dressed in the finest Callander tartan.’


‘What’s this about and who are you?’ I ask.


‘If you’d bothered to read the bloody dossier then you’d have known Esfandiar Soltani here is Sir Ian Callander’s husband,’ says Carrie with mock outrage.


‘And since you’re his apprentice, you are to wear his colours,’ he says, smiling widely. ‘Never mind the damned dossier, I am but a footnote in the great man’s entry.’


‘You’ll get your own full-page spread one day,’ Carrie says.


‘Unlikely, since I’m a third-rate practitioner, if I can be considered one at all. My parents forced me into magic, but I prefer other, more wholesome, pursuits. Still, I must make an appearance at these things, if only for form’s sake. Oh, Ropa, you’ll soon learn it gets dreadfully boring at events like this. I sincerely hope these dour magicians haven’t rubbed off on you yet. Carrie, find someone else to do your hewing and drawing, I am borrowing Ropa for a bit.’


Fancy that – my gaffer’s got a spouse, dour as he is. Chalk and cheese. I almost smile but wear my poker face instead. Carrie tuts and pretends to make a fuss but I’m grateful for the escape. My fingers are freezing, and I was dreading the labouring today. Let’s see what get-up this guy has in mind for me and then maybe I can sneak off for a nap after.


‘Come straight back here when you’re done,’ Carrie says, seemingly reading my thoughts. Busted.


I follow Esfandiar Soltani out the tent and back onto the road, veering over the bridge above the burn, past the lavatories, onto a path through the woods. Some of the trees were broken during the Big Yin and trunks lie on the ground, roots sticking up. A voice whispers in the woods, tenderly talking to the plants, and I realize it’s only Murdo the gardener in his overalls. Strange fellow, that one. He shrinks away from touch, won’t shake no one’s hand, but he’s nice enough so long as you don’t push him.


My poor toes get wet again. I’m not sure Esfandiar fares any better in those loafers he has on, not that he seems to care. He carries an air of leisure about him, one arm behind his back. The gentleman flaneur. You could easily picture him strolling down a promenade in Paris or browsing the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul. He has a dreamish air. Head stuck somewhere in the clouds, feet barely touching the ground.


‘So, what are you doing at the conference if you’re not into these events?’ I try to strike up conversation. Cosying up to the boss’s better half can’t hurt.


Esfandiar is startled. He frowns like I’ve offended him.


‘My friend, let’s not think of tomorrow, but let’s enjoy this fleeting moment of life,’ he replies, somewhat cryptically. ‘Omar Khayyam,’ he adds for clarification. ‘The universe was composed in verse and remained so until man discovered maths and now all colour is gone, only ones and zeroes remain. How’s your grandmother?’


‘Fine, last I checked. You know her?’ I’m proper surprised now.


‘She’s dear to me. But we’ve long since lost touch. Last I heard she was in seclusion, away from the problems of society. I’d love to share a glass of sherry and watch the sunset with her again one day . . . But enough of old people’s woes. You must be bored.’ There’s sadness aplenty in his voice.


‘No, I—’


‘Go on, in you get. We don’t have all day, darling. Well, we do, but you have work to do, and I’d much rather be idle, thank you very much.’


We enter through a wooden gate leading to the Keeper’s Cottage, which is just a short walk from the castle. It’s fenced off, separate, though still on part of the castle grounds which extend across the tarred road and beyond. Used to be that this place was the home of the groundskeeper who looked after the castle, or something like that. It’s in good nick and Callander’s staying here for the duration of the conference. Haven’t seen much of him since we arrived, though. He picked me up in his Bentley and packed me off on the electric minibus, along with Cockburn and the Hamster Squad. I spent most of the journey here sat by the window, watching the Highlands go by. Didn’t see too many cows or sheep or crop for all that. It was a wasteland filled with forlorn folk wandering the fringes of the motorways, like the Highland Clearances were taking place all over again. The black blight’s bitten into the woodlands too, affecting pines and firs. Kills everything it touches, like the countryside’s rotting away, and there’s naught no one can do. It was a lot grimmer than I expected. Give me the city any day.


‘Enjoy the calm before this place gets mad, Ropa,’ Esfandiar says ruefully. ‘Too many young hopefuls, sharks really, elbowing through, hoping to score a connection that’ll kick-start their magical career or take it to the next level. It’s overwhelming. The schmoozing and canoodling, arse-licking and backstabbing. Welcome to the world of conference. Be on your toes, lassie, or someone’s sure to step on them . . . Apart from that, it’s all rather boring, as I said.’


‘Thanks for the tip.’


‘My husband is very fond of you, you know?’


‘Not like he’s ever shown it.’


‘Oh, Ian’s a fuddy. But that’s hardly his fault. You’ll see tomorrow. This place brings out the troglodyte in all of us. Magic does that.’


‘You say that, but you’re still a magician,’ I point out.


‘I’ve got the qualifications, I’m ashamed to admit. But I haven’t cast a spell in over two decades. I can barely tell you the difference between a Promethean lustre and Zeusean levin nowadays. I pass my time as a man of leisure in this life filled with the most incredible cares. Poetry is more my speed. Give me wine and verse, and my worries disappear. Before you ask, there’s no money to be made in poetry. That’s why I made sure to marry well.’


‘So you married Sir Callander for his money?’


‘It’s Sir Ian, dear girl, and no, I married him because he has an ear for poetry and helps to fine-tune my own doggerel. He knows everything from his Homer to his Hafez, Rabbie Burns all the way to Rumi, Ferdowsi and Jackie Kay. And you must promise not to tell anyone else this: he is especially partial to crude limericks once you’ve got a dram of Craigellachie down his throat.’


I find it impossible to imagine my mentor having fun, let alone reciting vulgar poetry.


‘I’ve never heard of anyone getting shacked up for love of verse.’


‘Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes . . . Though that’s not a very good model, is it? Ours is a more enduring partnership. Right, let’s get you spruced up and looking the part,’ Esfandiar says. ‘I love the orange dreadlocks by the way. They’re so autumnal. Reminds me of a beautiful poem, “Your Orange Hair in the Void of the World” by Paul Éluard. But you’re going for anime, aren’t you? Isn’t that what we young people are into these days?’ He laughs at his own joke.


Esfandiar is only in his fifties, which must be young for a wizard, I guess.


The Keeper’s Cottage is slightly secluded, surrounded by hedge and mature pines. A few remain standing after the Big Yin. I can see why Callander gets this pad when he stays. It affords him some privacy away from the conference activities at the castle. However, the interior is disappointingly modern. Bright laminate flooring and flat-pack furniture, not the antiques you’d want in such a place. The walls are painted a light grey and it’s clean but definitely lacks oomph. Still, it’s better than the digs me and the Hamster Squad are staying in.


Esfandiar leaves the room and returns in a jiffy with a leather travel case.


‘Let me see what we have here. I hope I got your size right. Ian was useless when I asked him. It’s bloody hard to pick something out when all you’ve got to go on is hand gestures to say she’s about this tall and a waist this wide. He was right about one thing, though, you’re skin and bone, not an ounce of fat on you.’ He pats his pot belly to make the point. ‘You can have some of my lard if you wish.’


Then he hands me a kilted skirt, blouse and tonnag.


‘I ain’t wearing that,’ I say.


‘I wouldn’t like to either, but we’re all stuck with it this week, I’m afraid, darling. You and me both, if that’s any consolation. Huff and puff if you will, but there’s simply no getting around this. We’re with the secretary, therefore we’re required to wear his clan tartan.’


‘I’ll freeze my tits off in that. And where am I supposed to store my catapult and ammo if I ain’t got no pockets?’


‘Hand me the tonnag. I’ll give you this three-quarter-length coat instead. It’s got all the pockets a girl could ever want or need. I know this because it belonged to your grandmother and she was very partial to it, but she forgot it after a soiree on our estate long before you were born. Oh, and you’re supposed to wear this pin too.’


I can’t find an excuse, so I take the gear he’s handed me and head to the bathroom to change. Yahweh, that massive tub! I wish I could soak in it for a bit. Beats queuing up early in the morning for the one bathroom I share with the Squad. It’s alright though. We’re holed up inside the castle proper, which is something, has to be said. And since I don’t get paid for my work, I mean to pull off a heist. That’ll be my remuneration. Fair’s fair and all that. I simply have to find something no one will miss. A girl’s got to get paid, after all.










III



So, it’s finally start day and I’ve been posted to gate duty. I’m already wishing I’d brought leggings ’cause of the nip up my kilt. Pity Esfandiar didn’t hook me up with a new pair of boots either. I look weird with this old pair on. But the coat’s proper cool, he was right. It’s a few sizes too big and the sleeves cover my hands, so I have to roll them up – I can live with that when it’s this gorgeous kente cloth, whose oranges and greens match my tartan. I’d take a selfie and send it to Gran, but she don’t see too good, so instead I send a voice note with a description. Must be her and Callander were tight back then, although she doesn’t tell me much about them days. Neither does he. I’m gonna have to grill her when I get back. I’m sure I’ll have better odds doing that than trying the gaffer.


I’m stuck in a sentry box by the castle’s wrought-iron entrance gates, which have funky Celtic symbols drawn on the black metal. There’s a car park across the road, and some kind of shop or shelter that’s been stripped bare. The wet tar shines as a sliver of sunlight slices the heavy clouds. I’m really hoping the weather improves. Cockburn shunted me out here instead of having me do duties inside the castle. But I’ll have the last ha-ha since I get to meet and check out all the attendees as they come in.


I was up all of last night too, studying my dossier. I keep it next to me today, just in case. Cockburn insists we greet the important guests by name, identifying them before they say who they are. Personal touch, blah, blah. At least I’m good with faces. Aurora, who I’m working with on gate duty, doesn’t seem bothered with any of it. She’s pissed ’cause she wanted to be working inside, thinking out here the guests just breeze by, but inside, you have time to make a connection. And who knows what it might do for your career down the line? I still think it’s better to be here – the first faces everyone sees. Maybe we’ll find out whose strategy wins the day. For shame, Ropa, you’re thinking like them already.


So far, I’ve met Hamish Hutchinson, the principal of St Andrews College, one of the four schools of magic. He drove through the gates in a sporty electric car. The bigwigs get to drive in, while plebs have to park across the road. It means the honchos avoid the beggars and orphans from the area who mill about the entrance seeking alms. I gave him a lanyard but he blanked me, then thanked Aurora instead. Sigh. I’m also dishing out tote bags filled with the programme, a special conference edition of the Monthly Sceptic, mugs, pens and fudge. Well, not every bag is complete. I’ve pinched fudge from a few and given it to the orphans, and will see if I can get them leftovers after dinner too.


How could I not? These dirty kids, snot on their faces, dressed in virtual rags. I thought my boots were pretty bad, but the stuff they wear on their feet doesn’t deserve to be called shoes. People walk past them, like they don’t even see them.


‘Ropantasmatron!’ Jomo Maige shouts excitedly, emerging from behind a bush somewhere. Dude’s all resplendent in the flowing white uniform which acolytes of the Library wear. It’s good to see my bestiest amongst all the elite of Scottish magic.


‘Hey, man,’ I say.


‘A bit more enthusiasm would be nice, Ropa. Aurora, you look like the morning star.’


‘Mr Maige, you’re so suave,’ she mocks, handing him a blue staff lanyard – all the librarians count as that too. Ordinary guests get green ones, castle staff wear purple.


‘Euan Cleghorn, the head of the Glasgow Library, is giving a talk on “Lost Texts and Where to Find Them” this afternoon. I can’t wait. Sneddon was telling me about a lass called Genevieve Something who goes around the world seeking lost grimoires for our collections. Isn’t that amazing?’


‘A kind of librarian Lara Croft?’


‘Maybe I can train to do that one day,’ he says.


I’m not sure Jomo’s built for action, but I give him an encouraging nod. Were it up to me, I’d keep him locked away, safe in the Library, where the world can’t get to him. Sweet kid. The fuzz on his lip and under his chin is really coming along as well. It curls like his huge ’fro. I’ve been told I have to attend a couple of talks too, as part of my internship, but the choice is narrower for me ’cause I’m only allowed to attend the ones that ain’t oversubscribed.


‘Looks like the gang’s started the party without me,’ Priya yells, crossing the road from the car park. The mad grin on her face spells trouble, and I would know, she’s my kickass bestie. The only one of us who’s an actual magician by profession. That lass and me have been through some mad adventures, but this time we’re all about the hobnobbing. She’s got bags dangling off the push handles of her wheelchair and there’s stacks of posters on her lap. She’s desperately trying not to drop anything as she moves towards us. The bottom hem of her trousers rides halfway up her shins, showing she’s wearing different-coloured slouch socks. Fluorescent green and rose red garishly jarring. I love it.


A queue’s forming now, with folks staying in the accommodations dotted outside the castle trickling in for the first day’s activities. Most of them are staying in the stretch between Dunvegan and Orbost. Although more than a few come through from Portree as well. Aurora shakes off her mood and helps me to process them all as they arrive. Gotta cross everyone off the register before they get their pass.


‘Which talks are you attending?’ Jomo asks Priya.


‘There’s one just before lunch on the advances in teleportation spellcraft. I read a paper in the Monthly Sceptic that suggested using wave function collapse to fool subatomic particles that they are in a different region of space could be potentially groundbreaking. It could be used in the excision of tumours and cancerous growths without the need for invasive surgery or chemo. It’s early days, but the theory sounds fascinating.’


‘Those theories are wildly speculative and unlikely to have any practicable application,’ a mansplainer in the queue opines, having overheard. ‘Richard Schabas, who’s giving that talk, isn’t exactly known for his rigour. I would suggest you go to Strang’s talk on Cochrane’s Fluxions, which I’m certain will revolutionize our understanding of—’


‘Your last name wouldn’t happen to be Strang, perchance?’ Priya cuts him off.


The mansplainer tuts and shuts it, wearing the aggrieved look of a man unfairly treated. There’s laughter from the back of the queue, but Aurora spares him too much embarrassment by keeping the line moving. I quickly check the list and see only two people have signed up to the talk on fluxions, but the teleportation event, which it clashes with, is fully subscribed.


‘I was going to his event, but I won’t be anymore,’ says the woman next in line. She gives me the sense of thunder rumbling off in the distance.


‘Have a longer lunch instead,’ Priya suggests. She’s a bubbling burn you wouldn’t wanna whitewater raft in. All magicians give off a vibe you can tune into, like them old wireless sets with shiny knobs.


She and Jomo leave not long after, going through and abandoning us to the drudgery of getting all the remaining guests in. A few have shown up on the wrong date and their passes won’t be valid till later in the week, so I have to deny them entry, unless they upgrade to a full pass. But in the main it goes well, until three ruddy-coloured, broad-shouldered men with ginger hair appear, jumping the queue like this was London, where I’ve heard they do that sort of thing. But they don’t look like no Londoners as they are proudly attired in full Highland dress, complete with the flying plaid and a purled fringe dangling down to the calves.


It’s odd how no one in the line complains. No Scot worth their sodium chloride lets queue-jumping go unchallenged.


These men give the impression of musky horses and flashing steel. An older, cruder style of magic perhaps, which is a mix of earthiness and metallurgy. You feel something of a magician’s power up close to them, pushing against your sixth sense and forming something in your mind’s eye. The same way photons reaching your eye are turned into images by the brain.


‘Names?’ I ask.


‘Dalziel of the MacDonald Clan. These are my sons, Avery and Boyd.’


‘I can’t find your names on the register,’ Aurora says.


‘Is that how it is then?’ Dalziel says in a booming voice. He has a powerful frame and a large noggin. ‘It’s the MacLeods mucking with us again. Is this conference still about Scottish magic, or has it degenerated into a partisan affair?’


‘You tell them, Dad,’ Avery says.


‘We have every right to be here,’ Dalziel shouts.


I’m taken aback ’cause I don’t know nothing about this beef. It’s not like I’ve been to this conference before. Nope. Not my problem. My job is to keep things moving. And I must say, it’s kinda satisfying being the gatekeeper for a change.


‘You three stand aside. We’ll let the others in while we sort out your story,’ I say.


‘No one else is going in if we aren’t.’ Dalziel’s proper radge. He bangs his fist on our poor desk and sends our paperwork flying.


Bloody hell. We’ve only just started and we have a situation already.


‘Please, gentlemen—’ a fellow in the queue starts to say, but one look from Dalziel MacDonald silences him. I text a quick SOS to Cockburn. Other folks in the queue will start to get annoyed and that’s how shit gets out of hand. But the MacDonalds don’t look like they’re budging any time before the second coming. If this was my own show, I’d tell them where to go stuff it. But I’m with the Society, so I have to act professional.


A few minutes later Cockburn comes through briskly, sharp as always in her grey suit. She holds three lanyards with ‘GUEST’ written on them, instead of names.


‘Frances, must we do this every single conference?’ Dalziel asks.


‘You haven’t been to one in over ten years, if I remember correctly,’ she replies.


‘And that makes me less of a member? You’d do well to recall all that the MacDonalds have done for Scottish magic.’


‘It means that you may not be aware we are now fully computerized, and we no longer accept registration via carrier pigeon.’


‘Well, we’re here now.’


‘Come along then. I have a lot of work to do prepping for the guest of honour, who’s due this evening. These passes will let you into any events that aren’t already fully booked. And you have access to the usual spaces.’


‘Then I’m certain you’ll have us quartered accordingly and include us in the dinner tonight. I very much look forward to seeing this Ethiopian fellow everyone’s been going on about,’ Dalziel says, pushing past Cockburn with his sons in tow. I wonder what’s brought them to this conference after so long? I can see they’re going to be trouble.
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