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Chapter 1
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For months now, the snow had been falling so incredibly thickly that day had been transformed into night, such that no one could say for sure whether it was Thursday, Friday, or even the Tuesday of next week. 

As a shiveringly cold Helly wearily trudged through the deep, ice-crusted layers carpeting the streets, she could hardly make out the warm glow of the large lantern her grandfather lit to guide her through the snow-enforced darkness. The windows of the other houses making up the row of ramshackle, wooden homes simply blended seamlessly into the white-covered walls, while the heavily laden rooves could have been just one more hillside.

Thankfully, her grandfather’s photography studio boasted an exceptionally large window displaying daguerreotypes of the town’s prominent families, and a clever combination of lenses focused most of the lantern’s light directly down the street Helly was negotiating. The flame’s flickering orange glow was the only sign of warmth amongst the all-pervading cold, drawing her on, conjuring up images in her mind of the hot mug of tea and a slice of honeyed ham that would be waiting for her at the end of her trek.

A sign hanging on the door was wholly buried beneath a layering of icy snow, but it had been placed there so long ago now that Helly was well aware that that it said the studio wasn’t presently taking on any commissions. Not that that many people were about in this possibly deadly weather anyway, but her grandfather’s business had been suffering for much longer than that since he had decided to try and find a way of granting his stilled portraits a better sense of life.

Helly had to push hard on the door to open it, for it was firmly frozen into place. She had to struggle even harder to close it behind her as a sudden flurry of snow fought against her efforts. 

A whirl of flakes that had forced its way into the front of the shop along with her abruptly fell down onto the floor, joining the thicker clumps of snow now dropping away from Helly’s widely spreading dress and heavy cloak. The piles of snow falling about her grew deeper still as an exhausted yet relieved Helly threw back her hood, carefully patted her cloak down with one hand, then even more carefully removed the small portfolio of illustrations from beneath her robe to place it safely to one side. Once she was certain that no flakes would fall on the folder containing her paintings, she hung her cloak on the back of the door and hurriedly swept away the rest of the snow clinging to her dress with a brisk flailing of her still-gloved hands. 

It was eerily silent in the front of the shop. The snow muffled any sound from outside. The counter, and the cameras and framed portraits displayed upon it, appeared grey under a thick patina of dust. Helly had offered to clean it, but her grandfather Jahob had insisted that it could wait until he was ready to open for business once more. He needed her to concentrate on painting the backdrops for the portraits, such as the scenes of idyllic countrysides and grand interiors, along with illustrations of fairy tales for the younger subjects.

Taking off her wet gloves, picking up her portfolio once more, and stepping past the side of the counter, Helly opened the door leading into the back room – and gasped in wide-eyed shock.

Towards the end of the small room, a girl was dancing, joyously whirling around in what could have been a waltz.

And it was a girl who looked remarkably like Helly.

*

[image: ]


It was Helly.

Dancing in silence.

Dancing as – she remembered now – she had for her grandfather, albeit quite a while back.

Dancing before his latest elaborate contraption of lenses and clockwork movements.

The dance was being projected upon the wall facing her, much as a magic lantern might project a stilled image.

But here she was moving. As if alive. As if wholly captured by the camera, body and living soul.

It was a short, endlessly repeated movement she suddenly realised.

It wasn’t as smooth as she had first thought either.

And, of course, she was rendered purely in shades of black and white.

But even so...it was all quite astonishing!

Her dress was red, she suddenly realised: even though she hadn’t been wearing a red dress on the week her grandfather had taken a whole array of portraits of her. Had he tinted the image?

But no, her legs were red too! And now the floor itself – with flames flickering at its edges. Then suddenly, the whole scene was a dance of elatedly rinsing flames. 

‘Oh no, no, no: not again!’ she heard her grandfather miserably wail from behind the L-shaped room’s corner.

His cry was accompanied by the clattering of a bucket, a slosh of water, and the irate hissing of doused fire. 

The dancing on the wall slowly came to a halt, the image now charred and blackened. In many places the projector’s limelight now shone brightly through glaring holes. Then, abruptly, that light too was quickly doused.

‘Ohh, another failure, I’m afraid Helly,’ Jahob said as he strode out from behind the corner to light one of the oil lamps projecting from the nearby wall. His already worn clothes and wayward hair were almost as blackened and charred as those of the dancing Helly.

‘It worked...for a while,’ Helly replied with as much enthusiasm as she could muster.

It had indeed been an impressive display, of course: but his many thwarted and increasingly expensive attempts to bring his stilled photographs to life had ruined the business. It had caused an irreversibly bitter fallout with Helly’s parents, for her father had originally been Jahob’s assistant until there was no longer enough customers coming in to keep him employed. 

As Helly stepped around the corner to see Jahob’s latest contraption, she saw immediately that it was probably burnt beyond repair. It was a smaller version of another failed machine, a huge and unwieldy spinning disc supporting glass plate images at its edges. It had banged and rattled fearfully before falling apart without casting a single projection upon the wall. From what Helly could make out, this new, relatively miniaturised version used images printed on paper that had been heavily oiled to make it transparent. 

‘The oil became too warm as the images spun between the lenses,’ Jahob sadly mused as he carefully, gingerly, removed the heated chunk of quicklime from the back of the projector and set it down in a metal lined box. ‘A lot of heat comes off limelight: especially when it’s inside a confined space...’

‘Limelight’s dangerous anywhere, Granddad!’ Helly worriedly laughed. ‘You’re lucky the whole place didn’t go up!’

‘As you observed though, Helly,’ Jahob said thoughtfully as he studied his shattered device, ‘it almost worked: perhaps I just need something other than paper–’

‘And something other than limelight!’ Helly urgently added. ‘Especially if you’re now introducing flammable oils!’

‘If I had something transparent and light, I wouldn’t need the oils...’ Jahob pointed out, adding more doubtfully, ‘though what that might be, I can’t say!’
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