

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.’

‘I already know what happened when Izwi was born – Mum died. Let’s talk about me.’

‘Oh, but I am talking about you, Ropa Moyo.’ He waves his finger at me, then catches himself and balls his hand into a fist, covering it with the other.

The consultant healer pauses as if he’s waiting for me to make up my mind. He’s clearly vexed and wants nothing to do with this. I know that vibe, people have been hiding things from me my whole life. Family and outsiders like Lethington alike. He’s just one more in a long line of deceivers. I’m boiling inside, proper ultra-radge, but I nod for him to continue, and he better tell the whole truth and nothing but the sauce.

‘You were a fantastic example of everything that can go wrong during childbirth. We tried everything.’ Lethington grits his teeth. ‘I was there twenty-one years ago and I held you in my arms. You died during the procedure, Ropa.’

‘Bollocks,’ I shout. ‘You’re a liar.’

‘I really wish that were the case.’

‘Priya, tell him he’s a fucking liar.’

She takes my hand and I snatch it back from her. Nah. I’m shaking. This doesn’t make sense. Lethington must have me mixed up with someone else. If he’s been delivering babies for all this time then it stands to reason he can’t remember every single one. Memory plays tricks on us. It’s not fixed but changes over time, becoming story. I know this because I used to go about investigating stuff for Sir Ian Callander. Some people lie, but others are just wrong. Let’s see which category Lethington fits into.

‘You said all this happened twenty-one years ago. That can’t be right, you’re five years off. I’m nearly sixteen.’ Gotcha.

‘Ropa, let’s maybe take a pause. Okay?’ Priya says.

‘He’s wrong and you know it. I don’t know who he’s got in mind but it ain’t me.’

I’m breathing heavily and Lethington’s still as a pole. His brow’s furrowed and he looks again to Priya. She’s shaking her head, trying to tell him to stop, and not being so subtle about it. This man botched my sister’s delivery, killed my mum, and now he’s trying to turn my life upside down. I’m not having none of it. There’s no way I’m letting him get inside my head and make me out to be some kind of monster.

‘My mistake. You are right about the timelines. My apologies. Kapoor, it seems I’ve disturbed the patient enough for one day. I’ll be leaving now.’ Lethington steps over to the door, grabs the knob, pauses for a second before opening it.

I’m proper radge. I want him gone, else I don’t know what I’ll do. Lethington turns and looks over his shoulder, something like pity written all over his face, then he steps out and shuts the door gently.




III

My body isn’t quite my own as I make my way down the narrow, crooked stairs. It’s like when you’ve put a jumper in the washing machine and it’s shrunk a bit. Feels tight round the stomach, the sleeves only come halfway down your arms, and it’s all wrinkly.

Nicked a pair of jobby catchers and a Napier University hoodie from the wardrobe in the bedroom. No idea whose they are, but I don’t know where my gear is. I place one hand on the wall, the other on the handrail. I raise my right leg and hover it, trying to take the next step. Feels like the hamstrings of my left are going to give in, so I bring back the right and pause. I swear these steps are the steepest I’ve ever seen. Real trap to break your neck.

‘Take your time,’ Priya says from the landing above me.

‘I don’t know how you do this,’ I reply.

‘Magic.’

I would chuckle, but my legs are on fire. I’m cramping up and I sit back down on my arse.

‘We can get some help for you,’ says Priya.

‘I’ll do it myself. Piece of cake.’

I rub the backs of my thighs and then down my calves. Reminds me of my old gran. Yeah, the same one who apparently wasn’t really my gran. She’d take forever to do the simplest of things. Maybe I was in the Other Place for so long, I’ve returned a wee old hag. After a bit, the cramp passes and I get up using the handrail for support. I turn sideways and put both hands on the handrail, and then descend leading with my left leg, moving sideways like a crab. It’s all pretty cumbersome and I keep having to pause for a breath.

There’s dated pictures of saints and old popes lining the stairs. Might as well be the stations of the cross as I have to stop by every one of them. There’s a pic of the Virgin Mary apparating for some reason in Carfin near Motherwell. And that must be the unlucky first John Paul who only poped for a month before popping his clogs.

I finally make my way right down to the bottom and reach the landing with all my gnashers intact. A feat on a par with scaling Ben Nevis the way I’m feeling. There’re voices in the room to the left so I shuffle my way there, leaving handprints on the white wall. Behind me is the sound of Priya’s chair clattering down the stairs.

The reception room I enter has a red Persian carpet and at least a dozen cats preening about or sat on the edge of the sofas. The one on the old-fashioned trunk in the middle of the room, a black-and-white moggy, spots me and hisses. This alerts the other cats who all turn towards me and hiss in chorus, showing me their fangs. I step back. My weak legs won’t get me out in time.

‘Choilleich, Cerin, Chrissa, the lot of you behave. This young lady is a guest here, same as me,’ a regal-looking woman in a blue sari calls. The cats calm down immediately. ‘Don’t worry about them, Ropa. They’re just surprised to see you, as am I, though I confess, I’ve rather been looking forward to it for a good few years now.’

‘Who are you?’

The woman in the sari, sat on a Harris Tweed wing chair, motions for me to take the last free slot on a sofa. She’s stroking a kitten that purrs loud enough for me to hear. I enter cautiously, making sure the cats don’t try anything. Though I asked who she was, the woman’s face gives it away. Age Priya by a couple of decades and that’ll be her, grey hairs, bright red bindi on her forehead. She regards me with interest, a smile nearly formed on her face. Those lips, the elegant nose, that’s Priya’s mum. Has to be.

Theodosia Lovell’s on the sofa across the room from me, perched in front of a cottage window. She has my mbira on her lap and studies it with interest. Beside her, in the middle of the three-seater, is the Grand Debtera, and Kebede, his translator, at the other end. Kebede gives me a not so subtle wave.

Mrs Guthrie, the head groundskeeper for the Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys, is also here, occupying a wooden rocking chair the other side of the fireplace from Priya’s mum. She wears an old straw hat that’s nearly falling apart and has a pipe in her mouth. This goes well with the dungarees and wellies she’s in, though I worry her footwear may melt given her proximity to the fire. She winks and clicks her heels together as if reading my thoughts.

There’s a large crucifix on the wall above the fireplace.

Lethington is here too. Won’t make eye contact with me, though. And there are two wizened nuns wearing black habits. It’s hard to tell them apart, not because of the clothing, but they are exactly alike – identical twins. This must be their place given the excessive Catholic iconography on the walls.

Priya enters at last and takes her place beside me as her mum speaks.

‘I hope you are somewhat recovered from your ordeal, Ropa. The Isle of Iona has healing powers. I take a retreat here at least once a year to recharge my batteries thanks to Sister Elspeth and Sister Edina … I forget myself. My name is Ranjeeta Kapoor, I am Priyanka’s mum.’

‘Hey, Mrs Kapoor,’ I say.

If Priya’s a bubbling brook, I feel like I’m staring at the Ganga river itself. Someone immense, with depths I can’t even begin to fathom.

‘Call me Ranjeeta, I’ve got the cool auntie thing going on. I know you’re acquainted with everyone here, except me and the sisters. You have a knack for making friends with interesting people.’ She chuckles.

‘What’s all this about then?’

‘Straight to the point. No wonder my daughter loves you so.’

Theodosia Lovell twangs a note on my mbira. Gets on my nerves because that was my granddad’s and no one else but me touches it. I bite my tongue, though. Theodosia gives off a vibe I don’t want to mess with, and the Travelling Folk she leads strike fear even into the heart of the Clan, Edinburgh’s most feared criminal gang. I’ll hold my peace on that one.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Irritable.’

‘That’s to be expected with any good resurrection.’

The nuns frown simultaneously and then smile before composing themselves. A young man with tousled auburn hair walks in carrying a large tray laden with cups and a kettle which he places on the trunk. ‘We’re out of the magnolia and the lemon balm tea, Sister Elspeth.’

‘Mint then,’ the two nuns croak simultaneously.

‘Passionflower maybe?’ he replies, wincing. ‘It’s getting more difficult to find supplies in the shops, even the basics.’

The two nuns tut and instruct him to serve the others first while they make up their minds. One of them’s working what appears to be a black rosary but it has a pentagram and the triple moon on it. The beads must be obsidian, but there are a couple of amethyst ones thrown in too. I notice the Grand Debtera has taken an interest in it. He whispers something to Kebede.

No one in the room seems in much of a rush as they wait for the young man to serve tea. His wooden tea-bag organizer seems to have everyone else’s preferred type of tea. Brodies black tea for Mrs Guthrie, ginger for Theodosia Lovell, green tea for Ranjeeta and Lethington. The Ethiopian wizards choose coffee but don’t seem much impressed when they get an instant brew. Sisters Edina and Elspeth settle for the passionflower tea at last.

‘Graeme, you forgot the biscuits again,’ one of them says.

‘Can’t get the staff these days,’ the other wheezes.

I’m still no nearer to telling them apart. Graeme offers me something too before he leaves, but I decline, fearing my stomach’s not yet settled. The soup Priya gave me feels like it’s turning.

The Grand Debtera says something in Amharic and Kebede responds without bothering to translate for us. The old man keeps an eye on me as he sips his Kenco. Feels like everyone’s watching me. Even Mrs Guthrie’s doing it on the sly underneath her straw hat.

This is an odd little gathering.

There are voices coming from where I assume the kitchen would be. Normally I’d be nosey, but I can’t be arsed. I keep my powder dry and wait for Priya’s mum to get on with it.

‘I heard you conducted yourself with courage on Calton Hill,’ Ranjeeta says.

‘More like recklessness,’ I reply. ‘We got our arses kicked. It wasn’t even a contest.’

She raises an eyebrow. That gesture alone has me bricking it. I’m not at the top of my game. I’ve made too many rash decisions in my time mucking about with the Society and it seems even death hasn’t cured me of that.

‘We don’t blame the failure on you, Ropa Moyo. You’re a child, a young woman, who was thrust into a situation that I’m not quite sure anyone could handle. No, the blame lies squarely with the magical practitioners of the Society of Sceptical Enquirers.’

‘Aye,’ Theodosia Lovell concurs.

‘If it is true that their first secretary has returned and has designs on the mortal world, Edinburgh is lost to us. It’s no longer safe there,’ the one I think is Sister Elspeth says.

I sink back in my seat. One of the cats meows and yawns. Everyone in the room is grim-faced; we might as well be at a funeral. The grandfather clock in the hallway chimes ten times. Its sound is chilling: time is on no one’s side and shit’s going to get worse.

Ranjeeta explains that after me and Callander were speedily dispatched, Henry Dundas led his cult from the rubble of the Library under Calton Hill and went to St Andrew Square to the headquarters of the Society. Frances Cockburn, the director of membership services, let him in via the transdimensional secret entrance and there, in the place most sacred to Scottish magic, Dundas declared himself secretary once more, by right of might.

‘He was aided in this, every step of the way, by eager members of the Society who’d long sought his return,’ says Ranjeeta.

‘Shaness is all them gaffies and scalpions are aboot,’ Theodosia adds.

The Grand Debtera Qozmos says something, trembling with emotion, which Kebede translates for our benefit.

‘Would you expect anything different from a Society that’s turned its back to the divine? I attended their conference at Dunvegan Castle and listened to them spew, with the pride of Lucifer himself, that their atheistic form of magic was superior to any. Is it a surprise that one from their ranks would rise up and install himself as a god, demanding all bow before him? This is an ancient folly.’

The two nuns exchange a look.

‘And we thank you for your aid,’ Ranjeeta says diplomatically.

‘My old friend Melsie Mhondoro sent me a secret message urging me not to proceed to Timbuktu in Mali. She said I was needed here to help with something important and so I waited in Scotland many months. I am happy to have helped bring her granddaughter back, but these matters you discuss have nothing to do with us in Ethiopia, and soon I shall set sail for West Africa where we have real friends,’ Kebede translates.

‘The strife for which Melsie Mhondoro asked your aid has only just started. We need your help still,’ Ranjeeta replies firmly.

‘And we owe you nothing. In fact, it is you who are in our debt, and you have refused to settle for centuries. I will no longer stay here where the weather is a true reflection of the character of the people on these islands,’ Kebede translates, standing up with the old man. ‘Your coffee is diabolical,’ he adds.

Before they go, the Grand Debtera walks up to me and stands in my personal space. The strong whiff of oud hits me. He places both hands on my head and closes his eyes before opening them and stepping back. He says something which Kebede translates.

‘It is a thorny path you’ve been set upon, but the sower has his reasons. I wish things could have been otherwise.’ Then he turns to Theodosia Lovell: ‘We’ve been delayed enough but our work here is done. We set sail tonight and let the stars lead us away from your petty conflicts.’

‘’Tis ne’er farewell fer the lig’s a ring, round and round till eternity we go,’ she replies with a subtle nod.

Ranjeeta manages to maintain her composure, sitting upright in the wing chair, her back straight, chin up. The rebuff must sting since she came as close to begging as a woman of her sophistication can. If she’s trying to rally the troops then she’s off to an atrocious start. I’ve learnt in my time that practitioners are wilful, fractious beings and you’d struggle to corral them for a piss-up, no matter how grand the brewery.

Kebede and the Grand Debtera sweep out of the room and leave a heavy silence in their wake.

‘’Tis fair though harsh as nettles on the tongue,’ Theodosia Lovell comments after a short while, sipping her ginger tea.

‘I’ll have to see if he has a spot on his boat. Mali doesn’t sound like a bad place to be right now if you ask me,’ Lethington chimes in.

With calm, Ranjeeta Kapoor goes on explaining, most likely for my benefit, that once Dundas had taken over the Royal Bank of Scotland building on St Andrew Square, he moved quickly to gain the loyalty of Edinburgh’s magicians.

‘He has demanded blood oaths,’ she says. ‘No secretary has ever done such a thing.’

‘Barming, nane of them has a puckle of sense,’ Theodosia adds.

‘A blood oath binds their wills to his.’

If I know anything, it’s that will is super important in magic. That’s why a computer can’t do magic, even if you get it to recite a spell. This is all proven in the Somerville equation.

‘What about the Extraordinary Committee? They exist to impose limits on the secretary’s powers,’ I say.

‘Octavius Diderot and Lady Rethabile Lebusa were the first to swear their oaths to Henry Dundas,’ Lethington says. ‘I fled to Glasgow so I didn’t have to. Can you imagine being so desperate you’d abandon your patients and relocate to Glasgow? And now I hear they are chopping off the heads of the magicians who dare refuse. It’s an outrage.’

‘Says those ever keen to hang and burn at the stake. A cruel irony indeed,’ the two nuns say in unison.

Lethington waves his arm, irritated.

Dundas is consolidating power, a move from a playbook as old as time. What for? That’s the question. Mind your own business, Ropa. It’s this kind of thing that’s got you in a pickle before. Theodosia Lovell twangs my mbira again and I grit my teeth. It’s off-key.

‘Do you know who we are?’ Ranjeeta asks, making a steeple of her fingers and resting it under her chin.

‘Trick question?’ I’m not in the mood.

She doesn’t let my sarcasm get to her. ‘I’m serious.’

‘Whoever you think you might be, you’re no match for what’s come through from the other side. If you want my advice, leave it well alone. Think of Callander, Gran and Mr Sneddon before you waste your lives.’

Theodosia Lovell plays a note on my mbira again. This room is too hot. I’m sweating and it’s dripping down my bald head. My dreadlocks … I remember now. The Rooster chopped them off. I move my thighs to stop them from going to sleep.

‘Have you heard of the First School?’ Priya’s mum asks.

‘Edinburgh Ordinary School for Boys.’ That’s the first school of magic in Scotland as far as I’m aware. Its former rector Montgomery Wedderburn kicked off this whole mess. I wouldn’t trust any of its alumni as far as I could throw them.

The two nuns scoff at my words and Theodosia Lovell shakes her head pitifully.

‘Older than that, Ropa,’ Ranjeeta says, stringing things out.

‘I’m sure you’re dying to tell me.’ I wish I hadn’t said that, but I’m feeling all strange and irritable.

‘There is a school whose history is older than the Edinburgh School. One whose exact date of establishment is now lost in the mists of time. This school takes no register. You don’t apply to get in. It demands no fees. There’s no curriculum, no homework, no set exams. When you graduate you don’t get a certificate—’

‘What’s the point of that?’ Without the right qualifications you are nothing in Scottish magic. ‘It sounds like a lame racket to me.’

‘Let her finish explaining it, Ropa,’ Priya says.

‘It’s okay. We always like to hear a recent graduate’s feedback.’

I don’t know what she means by that, but I recount that to progress in Scottish magic you have to be a graduate from one of the four schools, Aberdeen, St Andrews and Glasgow being the other three. If you’re not from there then you don’t get registered by the Society. I’ve worked as a ghostalker before, a profession ancillary to medicine, and I barely made a shilling. Then I weaselled my way into working for Sir Ian Callander.

‘That’s how it is in Scotland, formal education is a big thing here. There’s a reason we were the first country in the world to provide universal education to both boys and girls as far back as the seventeenth century.’

Ranjeeta listens carefully until I exhaust myself, going in circles, making the same point via several different arguments. I run out of wind and end up schtum. At least I’ve given my jaw a thorough workout.

‘Certificates and credentials. If that’s all there was to it, none of us would be qualified to live this life,’ Ranjeeta says, owlish. ‘You learn to suckle at your mother’s breast. I take it a certificate is needed for that too? With gentle encouragement you learn to talk and walk. The First School has always existed. It’s not housed in any grand building. It could be in a hut in the Highlands, or a council flat in Inverness. Maybe even a small caravan in a slum in Hermiston. What official papers do you need to show that you were a student at Melsie Mhondoro’s kitchen table?’

Gran used to try to teach me magic in our caravan, but I lost count of the number of times I brushed her off because she wasn’t a qualified magician. I preferred book learning to the stuff she was trying to school me in. Face it, your old grandmother ain’t nearly as cool as some guy with letters after his name in a thick, impressive-looking tome. But I was shocked when I heard Gran worked for the Royal Bank of Scotland and made serious mint. Must’ve meant she knew what she was doing.

It was there in front of me but I missed it. Old people are safe and boring. You forget they were young like you and probably did rad stuff too. They fought in wars and were once at the cutting edge of whatever was going on. I’d never have thought that what my grandmother was trying to teach me could be of as much value as what I learnt in school. Theodosia Lovell strikes my mbira again and I look at her. It’s a different note this time but still off-key. Gran was the one who gave me that and told me it was my grandfather’s. She’s the one who taught me everything I know about being a ghostalker. I did it, but I took it for granted because I thought it was less than … My jaw drops to the floor, stunned.

‘She kens at last,’ Theodosia Lovell says.

Mrs Guthrie smiles with one corner of her mouth, sucking on her pipe and blowing a thick wad of smoke in the air. ‘There’ve always been women, a good few men too, imparting things that were handed to them in rhymes and anecdotes. Echinacea to cure warts. On the first of May wash your face in the morning dew. Plant a rowan tree in your yard to ward off those nasty witches.’ She makes a hand claw gesture. ‘These things and more are taught to many. Some, a few clever children, master them and keep them close to their chest, ready to use them when the time comes. Most either forget them or dismiss them as old superstitions, signs of their grandmother’s eccentricities. We had a rich tradition of witchcraft in Scotland once. Old hags who sold a charm or cure. Women who served their communities long before the advent of the scientific magic you’re so enamoured by.’

In my time with Callander, he taught me this kind of folkloric magic was primitive and lacked the rigour demanded by scientific magic. You could have two practitioners claim to cause the same effect with completely different spells. Nothing was standardized. Nothing was proven either. You had no idea who had real power and who was a charlatan. It was a chaotic mess. People got swindled or worse still drank strange potions that might have done more harm than good.

Magic is the second science. Through discipline and study, it can be mastered and analysed. And if Ranjeeta believed this bollocks, why did she have her daughter train as a qualified magician? They could do their quackery at home and see how far that took them.

‘They came for the witches in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Men who hid behind the coat-tails of Church and Kirk. How is it that the women who once cured maladies and delivered babies were replaced by men in white coats?’ Lethington shifts uneasily in his seat. ‘There was a whole profession that got wiped out and another replaced it.’

‘The Society of Sceptical Enquirers is supposed to be a trade organization which protects the privilege of its members,’ Lethington says.

‘They tried to wipe the witches off the face of the Earth and so we had to adapt and bide our time.’

I sit up and pay closer attention. When I bailed from my gig working for Sir Ian Callander, Priya was drafted in to replace me. Callander was the Discoverer General in Scotland, the modern Witchfinder General, and now he’s gone, I’d assume Priya is technically the remaining witchfinder. She should be torturing her mum right now, but maybe she ain’t because she doesn’t need to solicit a confession from her.

‘We withdrew from the light, into the shadows,’ says Ranjeeta.

‘Some of us fell into the loving arms of the church,’ Sister Elspeth and Edina echo simultaneously. ‘There we continued to pray to our pagan deities and drew our symbols in their most sacred spaces. That’s why the Celtic cross has the sun on it. We smeared our old ways onto their faith.’

‘Some call us the Daughters of Scotia, named for the Egyptian princess who landed on our shores and founded the first kingdom in Scotland through her magic.’ Ranjeeta spreads her arms wide. ‘It was from her the women in this country learnt to wield great power. For a time, we were respected and, dare I say, feared. But our covens have been scattered – our knowledge was never in books and institutions, it was in blood and flesh. We carried on, more cautious than ever, knowing we had to wait for our moment. Some tried to claim we were the Fifth School, hiding away, but this was an insult. We are the First School of Magic. And though our structures are loose, our roots are deep, and many will tell you Theodosia Lovell is our school’s headmistress.’

‘Stop with yer haver.’

‘It’s time for her to learn the truth. Ropa, Theodosia was good friends with your grandmother. Melsie Mhondoro may have thrown bones where Theodosia Lovell looked at tea leaves, but you’ll find their magic wasn’t so different and they both had the gift. These differences might matter to your friends in the Society, but among witches it was one and the same thing.’

I can’t wrap my head around it. Priya’s inscrutable. Surely she wouldn’t throw away a perfectly good career to be part of this unscientific hogwash. And if these women are only telling me this now, it means they want something from me. Why else would they expend so much energy protecting my body? Nope. I can’t be a part of any of this. I’ve done all I can for magic in these parts and I don’t want nothing more to do with it. I don’t know what Priya’s thinking, but if these folks had seen half the things I have they wouldn’t be playing around with this shit.

Daughters of Scotia, my arse.

‘Word to the wise, you don’t want to be dabbling with what’s coming,’ I say.

‘I know you’re scared, Ropa, but you’re not alone. We’ve always been there for you, even though you might not have known it,’ Ranjeeta says.

‘You taking the mick? I’ve lived in a slum. I’ve lost people that I love. Then I learnt they weren’t even who I thought they were. I’ve had to hustle. I’ve had my arse kicked more times than I can count. Now you want to sit there in your fancy chair and tell me you’ve been there for me? Bullshit.’

‘I’ve been there with you,’ Priya says quietly.

‘This ain’t a joke. Henry Dundas won’t stop until he gets whatever the fuck it is he wants. I don’t care if that’s
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