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For my family





Chapter 1


A HOUSE CRACKED AND TORN


The moor was grey, battlefield grey. It had been five years since the last fey was seen, but out here Jane could almost imagine the Great War still raged on. Grey mist drifted through the blackened trees, recalling the smoke from the crematorium kilns. That was a constant smell in the last months of the war.


Jane smoothed her old pea coat, shook the nerves and fatigue from her gloved fingers. She’d been up since dawn, rattling through the frostbitten February morning on smoky iron train and lurching motorcar, until now she stood alone on the moor, looking up at an ink-black manor house that disappeared into the grey sky.


The manor had been darkly beautiful once, full of odd minarets, fanciful gargoyles, and carved birds and beasts.


A chill ran down her spine as she studied the design of the house. You didn’t have to be an architecture student to recognize who had drawn up the plans for it. It was clear in the imprint of every tower and flying buttress, clear in the intricate blue glass windows, clear in the way the gargoyles seemed to ready their wings to swoop down on you.


The fey had designed this.


The frothy structures were still perfect on the south end of the building, on the carriage house. On the north the house had war damage. It had been bombed, and now only the skeleton remained, the scraggly black structure sharp and jagged, mocking its former grace and charm.


Just like me, Jane thought. Just like me.


The iron mask on her face was cold in the chill air. She wrapped her veil more tightly around her face, tucked the ends into the worn wool coat. Helen’s best, but her sister would have better soon enough. Jane leapfrogged the bits of metal and broken stone to reach the front door, her T-strap leather shoes slipping on bits of mud, the chunky heels skidding on wet moss. She reached straight up to knock, quick, quick, before she could change her mind – and stopped.


The doorknocker was not a pineapple or a brass hoop, but a woman’s face. Worse – a grotesque mockery of a woman, with pouched eyes, drooping nose, and gaping mouth. The knocker was her necklace, fitted close under her chin like a collar. An ugly symbol of welcome. Was this, too, part of the fey design?


Jane closed her eyes.


She had no more options. She’d worn out her welcome at her current teaching position – or, rather, her face had worn out her welcome for her. Her sister? Getting married and moving out. There had been more jobs for women, once, even women with her face. But then the war ended and the surviving men came slowly home. Wounded, weary men, grim and soul-scarred. One by one they convalesced and tried to reinsert themselves into a semblance of their former lives. One such would be teaching English at the Norwood Charity School for Girls instead of Jane.


Jane stuffed her hands into the coat’s patch pockets (smart with large tortoiseshell buttons; her sister certainly had taste), touched the clipping she knew by heart.


Governess needed, country house, delicate situation. Preference given to applicant with intimate knowledge of the child’s difficulties. Girl born during the Great War.


Delicate and difficulties had drawn Jane’s attention, but it was the phrase Girl born during the Great War that had let Jane piece the situation together. A couple of letters later, she’d been sure she was right.


And that’s why she was here, wasn’t she? It wasn’t just because she had no other options. It was because she could help this girl.


Jane glared at the hideous doorknocker, grabbed it, and banged it on the door. She’d made it this far, and she wasn’t going to be scared off by ornamental hardware.


The door opened on a very short, very old person standing there in a butler’s livery. The suit suggested a man, but the long grey braid and dainty chin – no, Jane was sure it was a woman. The butler’s face was seamed, her back rounded. But for all that, she had the air of a scrappy bodyguard, and Jane wouldn’t have been surprised if that lump in her jacket was a blackjack or iron pipe, hidden just out of sight.


The butler’s bright eyes flicked to Jane’s veil, glimmered with interest that Jane could not parse. She tapped her fingers on her bristly chin, grinned with sharp teeth. ‘An’ ye be human, enter,’ the butler said formally, and so Jane crossed the iron threshold and entered the manor.


It was darker inside than out. The round foyer had six exits. The front door and the wide stairs opposite made up two; the other four were archways hung with heavy velvet curtains in dark colours: garnet and sapphire on the left, forest green and mahogany on the right. Worn tapestries hung on the stone walls between the curtains, dampening the thin blue of a fey-lit chandelier. Fey technology had mostly disappeared from the city as the lights and bluepacks winked out one by one and could not be replaced. It was back to candles and horses – though some who were both wealthy and brave were trying the new gaslights and steam-cars. Some who were merely brave were attempting to retrofit the bluepack motorcars with large devices that burned oil and let off a terrible smell – like the car that had brought her from the station. The housekeeper must have husbanded the chandelier lights carefully to make it last so long, when all fey trade had vanished.


‘I’ll take your coat. That way for the artist,’ said the little butler, and she gestured at the first doorway on the left, the garnet-red curtains.


‘No, I’ve come for the governess position,’ said Jane, but the butler was already retreating through the sapphire curtains with Jane’s coat and pasteboard suitcase, grey braid swinging. In that padded room her words died the second they fell from her lips.


Her steps made no noise as she walked over to draw back the curtain. It was not a hallway, but a small chamber, papered in the same deep garnet and lit with one flickering candle.


On the walls were rows of masks.


Jane stared. The masks were as grotesque as the doorknocker. Each was uniquely hideous, and yet there was a certain similarity in the way the glistening skin fell in bags and folds. Clearly they were all made by the same artist, but what sort of man would create these monstrosities – and who would buy them? They would fit a person, but surely no one would wear them, even for a whimsy like that masked cocktail party Helen had attended. In the flickering oil-light they looked hyper-real, alive. Like something fey from the old days, before trade had given way to war. She lifted her veil to see more clearly, reached up to touch one sagging cheek.


‘Do you like my collection?’


Jane jumped back, wrapping her veil close.


A man stood in the curtained entrance. The garnet folds swung around him as he stepped inside, stared down at her. He was very close and very tall in that narrow room, and his eyes were in shadow.


‘Do people actually buy these?’ she said, and was aghast at having blurted out something so rude.


But he didn’t look offended. ‘You’d be surprised,’ he said, still studying her. He was not handsome, not as Helen would describe it – not soft and small-nosed, no ruddy cheeks and chin. He was all angles, the bones of his cheek and jaw plainly visible, and his hair leaped skywards as if it would not stay flat.


Jane tugged on the corner of her veil. She knew how much the gauze did and didn’t cover. The folds of the white veil obscured the details of her iron half-mask, but they didn’t hide that it existed. She caught them all looking, men, women, children. They stared into her veil, fascinated, appalled, trying not to get caught.


But he was staring into her eyes.


Jane marshalled her thoughts. ‘I’m here from the city,’ she said. ‘I need a job.’ She had not planned to state it so baldly, but he and his leering masks threw her from her stride, and now the words were confused. They stumbled from her tongue, and she felt awkward and stupidly young, though she had been making her own living for nearly five years.


She especially felt foolish when he nodded and said, ‘I know. I bargained with old Peter to pick you up. Only reliable chap in town, when it comes to venturing out to Silver Birch.’


‘Oh,’ she said. Her driver. Of course. ‘Yes, thank you.’


‘I would’ve sent the motorcar, but we’re down to the last full-size bluepack, and after that...’ He shrugged.


‘No horses?’


‘They don’t take to this house very well. The forest makes them skittish.’ He crossed his arms, his sleeve brushing her bare elbow. She had put on her best dress – a patterned navy one with short ruffled sleeves, though she had regretted it frequently in the cold and again now. Almost spring was the worst – the last cold and wet of winter when you were dying for bare arms and sunshine. ‘Tell me about yourself.’


‘I’ve been working as a teacher,’ she said, ‘and before that I was a governess. My strength is literature and composition, but I’ve taught all subjects. I speak three languages and I know how to help your—’


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I saw your curriculum vitae before. I wrote to you about it. I want to know about you.’


Her ruined cheek burned, hot under the iron. It was both at the implication that she’d said something foolish, and at the idea that he wanted to know her. The embarrassment was quickly consumed by anger, always close at hand since that day during the war. ‘What more do you need to know? You received my letters of recommendation.’


He scratched his chin, studying her closely. ‘In five years you’ve had four positions. Each one praised your knowledge, punctuality, and morals to the skies. Yet each one let you go.’


She was white-hot inside her veil. Anger at the families who dismissed her, anger at the returning soldiers who took her positions, anger at him for probing her injuries. Barely trusting herself to speak, she said, ‘Yes.’


‘Let me see,’ he said, and before she could stop him he lifted her white veil and pulled it away from her face, revealed her to the small red room.


The iron mask covered her ruined cheek. It fitted around one eye, crept over her temple where flecks of the fey shrapnel had hit. The hammered iron was held in place by leather straps that buckled around her head. And right now, with the rage that consumed her at his actions, it was probably leaking bits of orange light around the edges, as if Jane herself were on fire.


‘How could you—!’


‘I needed to know.’ He was looking at her as if something entirely unexpected had landed on his doorstep. ‘What’s your curse and why can’t I sense it?’


‘It’s rage, since you asked so politely. And you can’t sense it because I’m ironskin.’ ‘Wearing ironskin,’ she had said in the first few months, but soon enough she’d dropped the verb, imitating the other scarred children at the foundry. ‘The iron mask stops the fey curse. The rage can’t leak through.’ Jane tore the veil from his hands and flung it over her face, but it was far too late. He stopped her from tucking the cloth down her collar.


‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘You won’t be veiled here.’ He gestured for her to precede him out of the room. His hand dropped as if it were going to guide the small of her back, but then it did not. It would be too forward of him, but perversely, she was hurt.


In five years she could list on one hand the people who had intentionally touched her.


Jane emerged into the round blue-lit foyer, half thinking he was going to ask her to leave and not return. Despite her desperation, perhaps it would be for the best. To be stranded here in this house that reeked of fey, with this man who ripped down her barriers, who loomed over her with unreadable eyes... perhaps it would be easier if he dismissed her now.


But he pointed her up the wide stairs. ‘Come and meet Dorie,’ he said.


The wide stairs led, logically enough, to the second floor, though Jane knew that ‘logical’ was not a given with fey architecture. Not human logic, anyway. She followed his lead, unpinning her hat with its veil from her carefully crimped hair. Her straight dark hair did not hold crimps well, and there was little enough of it to see between the hat and the leather straps of the mask – still, Jane had tried to look her best today.


At the top of the landing was a suite of playroom and bedroom, and there was a small girl sitting on the playroom floor, dancing her doll in a ray of sunshine.


Jane was so distracted by the sudden appearance of sunshine in the grey house, on the grey moor, that it took her several blinks to notice something that made her stomach lurch.


Dorie was not touching the doll.


Jane willed her feet to stay where they were, though every inch of her screamed to run.


How could this little girl be doing something only the fey could do? Was this child no human, but a fey in disguise, ready to attack at any second? Panic shrieked inside her; she clutched her hat as if to tear it to shreds – but again she willed herself: Stay.


Mr Rochart reached down and confiscated the doll. ‘In this house we use our hands,’ he said. The doll’s porcelain hands wrestled with his grip; the porcelain legs kicked his chest. ‘Dorie!’ he said, and the doll flopped over his arm, unmoving.


‘Mother,’ said Dorie.


He leaned to Jane’s ear. ‘Calling it Mother is a fancy I can’t shake from her,’ he said.


‘They do look alike.’ Jane would not back away from this girl, though the sharp sense of something fey made her queasy, made her wounded cheek blaze. She had expected a girl with a simple curse, damaged like herself, like the others she had known at the foundry – a girl with red streaks on her arm who leaked despair, a boy with a scarred back who filled everyone who came near with a lust for violence. That child she could’ve helped, in the same way that the foundry had helped her: through acceptance and ironskin.


She did not understand this girl.


‘She is not... like me,’ Jane said. ‘She is not cursed?’


‘She’s cursed, sure enough,’ said Mr Rochart. ‘But she is not like you. I had heard that there were people like you, hit by fey shrapnel in the Great War, scarred with a curse that everyone around them feels. But she has no scar. And her curse is not like yours. Merely...’ and he gestured at the doll that had been dancing in the air.


Jane was all at sea. It was all wrong that this tiny mite should wave her hands and have power dance behind them, should be able to make Jane recall the talents of the frightening, relentless fey.


Not to mention the creepiness of calling this doll with its waving porcelain hands ‘Mother.’ True, the strange Mother doll did look like Dorie. They had similarly perfect features: button noses, rosebud mouths, rouged cheeks. The doll had painted crimped yellow hair – Dorie had blonde ringlets.


But at least there was life behind Dorie’s blue eyes. And not behind the doll’s glass ones. Both things were a blessing.


‘I see,’ Jane said. She stood her ground and kept her trembling fingers in her dress pockets.


Dorie studied Jane. ‘Your face is funny,’ she announced, displaying tiny white teeth.


‘I have to wear iron on my cheek to keep other people from getting infected,’ said Jane, though she knew this explanation would go over the girl’s head. She was sure she had been told that Dorie was five, but even minus the curse, Dorie was unlike any five-year-old she’d met.


Already bored, Dorie turned away. She clacked her tongue rhythmically, sketched the air in time to it. Dots and swirls of blue light flickered behind her fingers.


The last time Jane saw that blue light was on a battlefield with her brother. She breathed, she swayed – she refused to run.


Mr Rochart’s hand came up as if he would steady her, but then he stepped back, his hands dropping. Twice was not etiquette, twice meant he did not want to touch her, and she was ice-cold inside. ‘We have tried a dozen governesses over the last year,’ he said. ‘None lasted a week. They all claimed it was not us—’


But Jane knew these words and they softened something inside of her. ‘It was them,’ she finished. ‘They were summoned home unexpectedly. Something urgent came up – a sickly mother, a dying aunt.’


‘You wouldn’t believe the number of dying aunts in this country,’ he said. ‘And even—’ he smiled, and Jane saw laughter light behind his shadowed eyes. Then they closed off again, watching the blue lights flicker.


Jane took a breath. Took the smooth-faced doll from his arms and handed it to Dorie. The floating lights vanished as Dorie grabbed the doll and held it close. ‘Pretty Mother,’ she said, burrowing her face into its cloth body.


‘She likes pretty things,’ Mr Rochart said. ‘Her mother was the same way.’ Silently he crossed to the window, looking out into the black-branched forest that crept up the grounds of Silver Birch Hall as if it would swallow the house. In the sunlight she saw that his trousers, though fine once, were worn along the crease and at his knees.


‘She is gone, then?’ Jane said softly. Unbidden she neared him, him and that wide window onto the choking forest. To live here would mean to live in its dark and tangled grip.


Mr Rochart nodded. ‘The last month of the war.’ The words landed like carefully placed stones, a heavy message grown no lighter with repetition. ‘She was killed and taken over by a fey. She was pregnant with Dorie.’


Jane sucked air across her teeth. The mother killed, the daughter still unborn – no wonder this child was different from any she’d ever seen. Her heart went out to the two of them.


Mr Rochart turned to Jane, looking down, down. In the filtered light through the window she could finally see his eyes. They were amber, clear and ancient, a whole history trapped inside them just as real amber trapped insects. He reached to take her hand; she knew he wouldn’t – but then he did. ‘Will you help us?’


She had not been touched like that, not simply like that, since the first year of the war. Unbidden, she recalled the last boy to touch her: a baker’s apprentice she’d loved, with blond hair and a smile of gentle mischief. She was fourteen, and he’d invited her to her first dance, taken her waist, whisked her around the piano and out into the garden, where her stockings had splattered with spring mud. Someone’s mother had stumbled on them laughing together and sternly ordered them back inside...


A touch and an unwanted memory should not influence her decision, but in truth her decision was already made. It was made from the moment she saw Dorie, from the moment she saw the clipping, perhaps even from the moment almost exactly five years ago when she knelt by her brother’s body on the battlefield, blood dripping from her chin. If this man would take her on, she would bend all her will to the task. She would help this girl. She would help them.


‘I will stay,’ she said. ‘I will start now. This morning.’


Relief flooded his eyes – almost too much. He pressed her hand and was gone from the room before Jane could decide what it meant.





Chapter 2


FEY LIGHT


The enormous estate had all of three servants: the butler Poule (who was also in charge of the grounds and the pre-war motorcar), the cook, and one maid. When Jane, aghast, said: ‘One?’ the maid merely nodded.


‘How can you clean this whole house by yourself?’ said Jane.


‘Can’t.’


‘Just the laundry alone—’


‘Poule built scrub tank. Nice bits hired out.’


The young maid’s name was Martha, and perhaps she was treasured more for her monosyllabic qualities than her desire for cleanliness. She was tall for a girl, rangy, with ginger hair closely braided to her scalp in defiance of any current fashion. Her dark dress and apron had clearly seen better days, though they were clean and neatly patched. She gave Jane an abbreviated tour of the house. All the open rooms were in the south wing, the undamaged part. The sapphire curtains opened to a hallway that branched off to drawing room, dining room, sitting rooms. The kitchens were beneath them in the cellar. Martha did not take her through the curtains that led to the north wing, but she explained in words of one syllable that forest green eventually led to Mr Rochart’s studio, and mahogany only to Poule’s quarters and damage. Jane’s rooms were on the back of the second floor, down the hall and around the corner from Dorie’s room. It was a family room that had been given over to the governess, so it was bigger than Jane had expected, and hung with a threadbare tapestry depicting a maiden taming a dragon. (A fanciful design, Jane thought critically, as the maiden was blonde, pink, and rather buoyant, but dragons had only existed – if ever – in the Faraway East.) A nearby spiral staircase appeared to go all the way up and down the house, but Jane reminded herself to check that to know for sure.


During the tour, Jane pestered Martha with a flurry of questions about the house and its schedules, but the only time the maid offered more than a grunted yes or no was when Jane asked about Dorie.


‘All yours now. We told him no more. Had to get you to keep us.’


‘Is she so naughty?’ said Jane.


‘Not a bad child. It’s what she does when she’s good,’ said Martha, and shuddered. ‘Can you feel when she’s doing, um... not-quite-human things?’ Martha nodded. ‘I’m not one to start at naught. Nor Cook. That’s why we’re here when the rest fled. Though some days the blue lights and air dolls make your hair rise.’ She gestured at the iron covering Jane’s face. ‘Could be you’ll fare well. Since you’re a cripple too.’


Jane stiffened at the one word Martha had given two syllables to say, and perhaps the laconic, unimaginative maid saw that, because she fell silent again. More questions brought no more answers, and the only other piece of information Jane could extract was that Dorie’s supper – and thus Jane’s, for today – was at six.


When the maid was gone, Jane unpacked her small pasteboard suitcase. It was not everything she owned, but near enough. Her trunk with her winter woollens and a few books and pictures was still at the boarding house in the rooms she’d shared with her sister – though by the time she returned to the city to retrieve it, it would probably be at Helen’s new home.


As short a time as the other governesses were there, they had left traces of their passing, perhaps due to their hurried departures. A calendar from last year hung on the wall, stopped at November. A scrap of orange wool, a pen nib, a cinema stub firmly wedged between the mirror and frame – that one must be an abandoned souvenir; the films had stopped running in the first year of the war. Hairpins everywhere.


Yet someone had put a snowdrop, surely the first of them, in a tiny cream pitcher on her dresser. Jane looked at its curved white petals as she thought: Well. Someone expected me to stay.


She hung up her best dress and changed into a shapeless dropped-waist dress of dark wool, a pre-war hand-me-down a decade out of date and never in fashion to begin with. Changed her good stockings for a woollen pair she’d knitted that winter while listening to the Norwood School girls recite poetry they didn’t understand or care to. The ribbed stockings were far too thick to be fashionable, but they were warm, a necessity in this house where the fires seemed few and far between. She put her few things in the drawers, checked her hair. The crimping had completely fallen out, of course. The white lock of hair was loose, torn free by him. She grabbed one of her predecessors’ hairpins and shoved it ruthlessly in place within the dark brown hair, the pin digging into her scalp. She nudged the leather straps that held her mask higher on her head, where they would start the long process of slowly dropping again.


Jane was used to adjusting the alignment of the mask without really looking at herself. It was not her disfigured side that made her throat clutch and her anger rise; it was her good side. The reminder of how she should look. If she turned her profile to the mirror she could imagine her face whole again, as she hadn’t seen it since sixteen, when her life was normal and full of possibility. But that luxury was too costly. The times she gave in to those imaginings, she wept, after, and was unsettled and resentful for days.


So Jane glanced just enough to see that every bit of the scarring was hidden by the cold iron. Rage, she had told Mr Rochart. Rage was her curse, and it coiled on her cheek, suffused her soul. But at least the iron stopped it from leaking to other people. She had not known that she was cursed, at first. There were so few survivors, and each of them stranded at different understaffed city hospitals, far from their country homes. Besides, when everyone was angry, afraid, miserable – who knew that the effects were emanating from these scarred people who refused to heal? So she hadn’t known, until an ironskin came through the hospitals, searching for people like her, and sent her to the foundry.


But she knew how she looked. She’d known that since the moment it happened.


Jane turned from the mirror and set off to find Dorie.


Jane found Dorie sitting on the kitchen floor. Oddly, there seemed to be more sunlight down here than in some of the upstairs rooms. In the edges of the ceiling there were skylights that let light in somehow – perhaps with mirrors? Jane seemed to recall that as a feature of fey building. Regardless, the thin sunlight was an improvement over blue-tinged chandeliers and sconces.


The cook was stirring a soup pot and flicking through an old magazine, clearly read many times. She was thick and sturdy, with reddened face and arms, and grey-blonde hair that escaped in curling wisps from her faded cap. Her name was Creirwy, which is perhaps why she went by Cook.


Dorie was on the floor, tracing the square tiles with the palm of her hand. When Cook wasn’t watching, Dorie painted the tiles with patterns of light. When Cook caught the blue flash out of the corner of her eye, she said warningly, ‘Dorie...’ and the lights disappeared.


Cook looked up and caught Jane’s eye. ‘Oh, and you must be the new one,’ she said. She left her soup long enough to clap Jane a friendly and floury pat on the shoulder. ‘I’m Cook.’


‘I’m Jane. Jane Eliot.’


‘Jay,’ said Dorie, jumping up. Her white frock was smudged with jam.


‘Miss Trouble is having that good of a day,’ said Cook. ‘It’ll last a bit, if you’re clever with her. She got some lunch in her belly just now. I’ll be sending Martha with your tea in the late afters, but are you needing a bite now? Sure, and you haven’t had lunch, have you? Sit down, lass, and eat right now.’


Jane’s stomach was vast with hunger. The sunlight fell on a half-empty jar of sliced peaches on the sill, on a dented tray of buns cooling on the stone counter. Yeasty steam scented the air. She had been too nervous to eat when she left the city at dawn – though a half-awake Helen had tried to make her eat a toasted stale crumpet – and she wasn’t sure she could do much better now. Besides, she was clattery with anticipation to try working with Dorie straight off, to see what it was like, to see what her new life would be. ‘No thank you,’ she said, resolutely turning away. ‘I’d rather get started with Dorie.’


She reached down for Dorie’s hand but Dorie eluded her, backing away and crossing her arms behind her back.


‘Sure and she doesn’t like to be touched,’ Cook said over her shoulder. ‘I’ll be sending buns up with you. Wouldn’t do anybody good to have you fainting.’ She packed several buns in a little basket with a chunk of sausage and a wedge of white cheese.


Jane withdrew her hand and looked soberly at Dorie. Chalk up the first thing she wasn’t going to push on Day One. ‘Will you lead the way, then?’ she said.


Dorie smiled sideways up at her in the manner of children everywhere when they’d got away with something. Perversely, it comforted Jane to see a behaviour she could label. Dorie scooted sideways through the door and set off down the hall, Jane after.


Cook followed the two of them out into the hall, chattering about how the sourdough hadn’t been rising as it should, the early spring lettuce wasn’t coming quick enough, and entertainment wasn’t the same since the tech for the blue-and-white films died and you never saw the matinee idols any more. Local talent on a hastily built stage just wasn’t the same as a lusty star-crossed clinch from Fidelio and Frida, now was it? Not that Jane would know, as that was nearly ten years ago now, and Jane probably hadn’t given tuppence for a good romance as a child. Despite Cook’s complaints, her casual manner was a welcome relief from the pervasive gloom of the rest of the house. She dropped two pieces of wax-wrapped taffy from her apron pocket into the basket and handed it to Jane.


‘Thank you,’ said Jane, and she turned for the stairs.


But Cook grabbed her arm. ‘You won’t be taking those stairs,’ she said. ‘Those will be going to the master’s studio.’


Jane looked in surprise at the stairs – and then at the identical staircase at the other end of the room. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘All right.’ She could not tell if Cook was cross or just curt. And what would there be to be cross about?


Dorie scampered down the hall and led Jane up the correct stairs, away from Cook.


Cook watched them until they were out of sight.


Dorie knew the proper way back to her rooms, and she liked stomping. Another positive trait in a child – Jane wondered how long she would treasure every disobedience as proof of humanity. Not that gleefully stomping up the stairs was particularly disobedient, but it was a normal behaviour that parents expected governesses to put a stop to.


Jane just followed.


She thought back to her first day as a governess in the city. She was not quite seventeen; her mother had died a few months before, and with her, her small living. A neighbour had taken Helen in to let her complete school (in exchange for their cow, which amused Jane on the days she could find something to laugh about) and Jane found herself being pushed from the safety of the foundry. The Great War was over and the soldiers were slowly coming home, attempting to reclaim their former lives. War-scarred Jane was finally, begrudgingly, given a place with a long-ago friend of the family. They had three children, nine, seven, and four, and the first day Jane spent doing nothing but playing ring around the rosy and sardines with them until they were used to her strange face and would let her touch them and tickle them and tuck them in at night.


Jane didn’t think any amount of playing sardines would help with Dorie.


She sat down on the neatly swept floor by the white bed and watched her charge, hoping that by familiar association she would get used to Dorie. Sardines would have been helpful for the governess this time, she thought ruefully.


Dorie stood in the centre of the room, looking intently up at the corner of the silver-papered ceiling. Her arms were slightly away from her sides. She clacked her tongue thoughtfully.


The hairs on the back of Jane’s neck pricked up. ‘Dorie?’ she said calmly. ‘Are you looking at something?’


Dorie turned and smiled. ‘Mother was there,’ she said.


‘Mother?’ said Jane. ‘Your doll?’


By way of answer Dorie looked around for the doll. It was hanging off the bed, arms limply flopping down the side. The instant her gaze fell on the doll it rose in the air and began swimming around the room.


Though the last thing in the world she wanted to do was touch that doll, Jane made herself calmly reach out and grab it as it flew by. ‘In this house we use our hands,’ she said, quoting the girl’s father.


The doll tugged in Jane’s grasp, but Jane held firm. She searched the room, looking for distractions. What would Dorie find familiar, comforting to do with the new governess? Was there anything she enjoyed besides flying the Mother doll through the air?


There were puzzles and activities stored neatly on the shelves – so neatly that Jane doubted they ever saw use at all. A small alphabet book lay on top of a chalkboard, and it made Jane suddenly curious as to whether anybody had ever attempted to teach Dorie anything. Did she know any of her letters?


Despite Dorie’s one-word answers and tongue clacks, Jane sensed that the girl was not stupid. Just... different.


Whether any other governess had stayed long enough to find out how much Dorie could learn was another question entirely.


The main obstacle to Dorie’s learning was revealed almost immediately, and it was obvious as soon as Jane saw it. When Jane handed Dorie the alphabet book, she didn’t reach out for it. Jane was looking at the bookshelf, so she thought she felt Dorie grab it. But when she turned, no one was touching the book. The book was being wafted through the air to Dorie’s lap.


‘No, Dorie,’ said Jane, and she picked up the book. ‘We use our hands.’ She held out the book and watched Dorie reluctantly take it, her hands clumsy like a toddler’s. ‘Open it to the first page.’


The book opened, but not to the first page. Dorie tried to grasp the pages, but she could only grab several or none. She threw it down. ‘You don’t like to use your hands, do you?’ said Jane under her breath. She brought the book back. ‘It’s okay. A little bit at a time. Page one is the letter A.’


Dorie clacked. She tried again to grab the page and turn, but her fingers were not used to fine movements. The page accidentally ripped. She bounced and clacked, her curls swinging. She threw the book down in frustration and Jane felt an answering crossness inside. She had chosen an activity that was far too challenging, and now she had Dorie riled up.


Jane replaced the book on the shelf and sat cross-legged by Dorie. ‘How about a game?’ she said. ‘Do you want to play pattycake with me?’ No, that would involve hands. She groped for something less confrontational. ‘Ring around the rosy?’


Dorie’s face stayed blank.


‘Maybe you don’t know it. Okay, I’m going to sing it for fun, and if you do know it you can sing along.’ Jane sang, but there was silence from her charge, though Dorie’s feet twitched as if she felt like dancing.


Frustration pricked behind Jane’s mask but she tamped it firmly down. No one had said this would be easy. She was here to make a difference in Dorie’s life. She was here to help her to be normal.


No matter how long it took.


‘Let’s play something else for a while,’ Jane said.


Dorie’s face creased into a mutinous scowl that Jane much preferred to blank porcelain. Jane amended, ‘Something fun.’ She carefully did not mention that the activity was going to involve Dorie holding things. She brought a stuffed bear and stuffed monkey from the shelves and let Dorie point to one to choose it – a minor success. ‘Now, Mr Bear and Mr Monkey are friends.’ The monkey was dressed in a scarlet felt coat and hat. Jane walked him over to the bear, which lay in Dorie’s lap. ‘Hi, Mr Bear!’ She said it in a squeaky voice, and Dorie laughed.


‘Now you,’ said Jane.


Dorie raised her arms. The bear levitated.


Monkey gently pushed him back down. ‘Flying makes my tummy upset,’ Monkey said. ‘Let’s stay on the floor’


Bear shook his head and rose again.


‘What’s your favourite colour?’ said Monkey.


Bear shook his head.


‘Can you talk to me?’


Bear shook his head.


Jane gently plucked the bear from the air and set it back in Dorie’s hands. The bear zoomed back into the air. Back into Dorie’s hands. Back into the air. Hands. Air. Hands – and then Dorie squealed and the bear went flying across the room.


Jane sighed. The child was as stubborn as the governess. She was determined that she wouldn’t be the one to break... but how was she going to get through to Dorie?


Jane spent the rest of that first morning trying different activities, searching for one that might serve as a lifeline to reach Dorie. Stubbornly Jane went back to the shelves and pulled out puzzles, games, chalk, toys.


One after another they went through Dorie’s roomful of activities. They attempted drawing, but Dorie would not hold the chalk. When tea came, she floated the bun to her mouth. And when it was finally time to get dressed for dinner, Dorie’s jam-stained frock flew off and the new one on without either girl touching them at all.


An exhausted Jane trailed Dorie down to the dining room. The dining room was lit with another blue-lit chandelier as well as candles – and yet the light fled, sucked into the corners of the dark-papered room. The house was a mish-mash of styles from different generations, Jane thought. Her rooms had been furnished a very long time ago, judging by the whitewashed walls with the worn tapestries. Dorie’s were modern – wall and ceiling papered with an intricate silver pattern, the trim and furniture crisp and white. The dining room was in between – heavy dark furniture, oppressive scrolled paper on the walls. Jane ignored the fey-blue flicker of the chandelier glancing off the dark paper and hoisted Dorie into her high seat.


‘Little Miss Trouble, were we now?’ said Cook. She leaned on the back of Dorie’s chair and gestured with a wooden spoon.


Jane stood up for Dorie – she wasn’t sure why. ‘She’s not a bad child,’ she said. ‘She just gets frustrated because her way is so much easier and better than mine. She doesn’t get it.’


Dorie wafted her milk glass over, sloshing milk on the table in the process.


Cook snorted and wiped the table with her apron. ‘It’s kind you are to think so. A regular terror, I say.’


A tall figure entered the room and Cook straightened up immediately, jamming her wooden spoon into her apron pocket and feigning innocence. ‘Evening, sir,’ she said, nodding. Mr Rochart looked down at her until she turned and fled, muttering something about the potatoes.


Dorie jumped down from the chair, buried herself in her father’s knees. ‘Did you manage all right this afternoon?’ There was worry in his dark eyes as he gently stroked his daughter’s hair.


‘I’m not giving up yet,’ said Jane. She stopped Dorie’s chair from falling over, steadied the table.


‘No, of course you wouldn’t,’ said Mr Rochart. He was still in the worn wool trousers he had had on earlier, though now they were covered in a faint white dusting of powder. A similar smudge streaked one shirt cuff. He ruffled Dorie’s curls and lifted her up. ‘You’re too stubborn for that, aren’t you? You don’t back down.’


Jane felt pleased by his accurate assessment – and that made her feel cross and prickly. She was not going to roll over like a puppy just because he seemed to be paying attention to her, Jane, and not her, the ironskin. She said, ‘How do you know I don’t?’


Mr Rochart’s black eyebrows drew together at her tone, shadowing his eyes once more. ‘A less principled girl might’ve sought refuge in her sister’s new home,’ he said, laying out his chain of thought for her. ‘And no one would’ve faulted her.’


‘Except the new husband, who might not want an extra mouth to feed,’ retorted Jane.


‘So stubbornly this wisp of a girl seeks gainful employment,’ continued Mr Rochart, ‘and she will not be turned from doing it to the best of her measure. Not be frightened off by all the demons in hell...’ He looked down at Jane, and she took a step backwards from the peculiar warmth in his eyes. ‘You are indeed determined to help us, are you not?’


‘Of course, sir,’ she managed, chin up. ‘Have I given you reason to doubt it already?’


He still studied her face, and she was surprised to find that it did not feel like he was judging her deformity, but was simply curious about what made her tick. ‘When what you hope for appears on your doorstep, there is every reason to doubt its reality, Jane.’


She did not know what to say to that, but then from the front of the house the twisted doorknocker sounded, just as Cook bustled in with the potatoes.


‘What, at dinner?’ Cook said, but a glance from Mr Rochart forestalled any other protest.


‘Have them eat,’ he said, setting Dorie down. He strode off towards the front of the house.


Jane took Dorie’s arm, guiding her back to the dinner chair, but Dorie wriggled free and was suddenly trotting after her father. Jane grabbed for her frock but missed, the cotton skirt slipping through her fingers.


Jane took off through the maze of rooms and halls after the fleeing girl, caught up with Dorie just behind the sapphire curtains that opened onto the foyer.


Dorie was peeping through. ‘Pretty lady,’ she said, and clacked.


Jane stopped, looking at the foyer through the narrow gap Dorie had made. The short butler was saying, ‘An’ ye be human, enter,’ and the woman swept over the threshold. Mr Rochart bent to bestow a kiss on the visitor’s hand. ‘Miss Ingel,’ he said. ‘The honour is mine.’ She had kind eyes; she smiled and corrected him: ‘Blanche.’


An odd pair, Jane thought, for the woman, though more smartly dressed than Mr Rochart, looked unformed next to him. Perhaps his hair stood up, perhaps his cuffs were mended, but still he wore his clothes and they did not wear him. Whereas the woman’s figure was good enough, and her coat and frock were smart, but she looked ill at ease, lost inside her fur and aquamarines, almost nervous. Her brilliant bobbed red hair was frozen into stiff pin curls that did not suit her face, which was plain, with pouched eyes and a large smashed nose like a prizefighter. Her eyes lingered on the sapphire curtains, then slid away, as Mr Rochart ushered her into the red room of masks.


Mr Rochart turned as he entered the garnet curtains. He glanced at the darkness behind the sapphire curtains, and even buried in shadow, Jane was suddenly positive his eyes fell on hers. Embarrassed at being caught spying, she drew back immediately, grabbing Dorie by the back collar of her dress and propelling her down the hall towards dinner.


Nerves made her wobbly on the worn soles of her old workaday boots. Dorie twisted free, scampering back towards the dining room, and Jane slid on the smooth floor of the hallway, which was poorly lit. Indeed, though there were rows of sconces, there was only one blue fey light left, at the far end of the hall. Dorie had already disappeared around the corner, so Jane set off firmly towards that, chin raised. She did not want to get lost on her way to the first good meal she’d eaten all day.


She was nearing the wall sconce when it suddenly winked out, and Jane found herself in the grey-black of a windowless hall at twilight. There was a dart of wind past her hair, as if dry leaves had flung past and departed, and a crackle that sizzled in the air like after-lightning. And then nothing, nothing to show that the fey technology had been there, except a bare copper sconce on the wall, barely visible as her eyes adjusted. She had seen the aftermath of fey lights or bluepacks winking out before, of course, but it was rare to catch one the moment it fizzled and died. Always abruptly; no transition between something working and not – not like a candle that sunk into itself, giving you warning of its coming death.


And now here she was, in a black hallway, and no dinner in sight. Her jaw set, her teeth ground anger out as she willed herself calm. This was not the end of the world, just the end of a very long and trying day.


A small touch on her skirt made her gasp, almost shriek. In the dim light she saw a tiny figure with blonde curls stretch out a hand.


At the other end of the hallway.


No smile crossed that doll-like face, but Jane’s skirt was tugged again by that invisible hand, and Dorie turned and set off around the corner.


Patience, Jane counselled herself. Patience.


She followed the invisible tug on her skirt all the way back to a hot dinner.





Chapter 3


SEQUINS AND BLUEPACKS


The first month went very slowly. So did the approach of spring, which refused fully to commit itself to the moor. Wind and rain ground on outside of the nursery window, and Jane and Dorie’s days continued in a relentless impasse. It occurred to Jane that she and Dorie were circling each other like two wounded creatures wanting to drink from the same stream, each wary of the other’s intentions, each unwilling to either strike or run away. The stream was the house they had to share, or perhaps it was the positive regard of the man who ran it. Dorie adored her oft-absent father, and Jane... Jane wanted to do a good job in her new position, that was all, end of story.
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We all wear battle scars.
Some run deeper than others.

Jane’s are impossible to hide.
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